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The document “TRANSPORT CANBERRA: LIGHT RAIL NETWORK; Delivering a modern transport 
system for a growing city”, with a closing date for comment of 11 December 2015, is a statement of 
the ACT government’s vision for land use and public transport in Canberra.  

The new approach being taken by the government is described as ‘leading infrastructure’: “We will 
invest in corridors where we know there is a future need. We will also use light rail as demand-driving 
infrastructure to help shape the way the city grows with higher density and more compact urban form 
along light rail corridors.” 

Given that Canberra is widely acclaimed as a well-planned city with a unique urban form, the reasons 
for this significant departure from the established plan should at least be questioned. 

The push for light rail has always come from the business and development lobby, dating back to their 
1991 Sustainable Canberra report. High density corridors are a bonanza for them, costly to the 
taxpayer, but no guarantee for long term employment growth. 

The corridors defined in the document connect the town centres and the airport to Civic. Thus, instead 
of the traditional planned concept for Canberra of each town being a major hub, land use in Canberra 
is to be altered and now based on corridors radiating from Civic. Inflexible light rail technology is to 
be the driving force in reshaping the urban form of Canberra for private gain. 

The claim that corridors lead to “more compact urban form” and that “light rail helps to shape more 
compact, walkable and liveable cities, with vibrant community spaces and places” may be true for 
densely populated cities, but not so for Canberra. The most compact shape is a circle, not an elongated 
corridor. Thus the roughly circular hubs that already exist as our town centres and suburban centres 
are the most walkable and so better lend themselves to community spaces, and overall they have the 
most efficient form.  

Urban corridors only exist because of rail transport (heavy rail or light rail) so what transport 
technology is best suited to Canberra’s different, but widely acclaimed, urban form? The answer 
depends on employment factors, the time frame of the planning, the anticipated growth, and external 
connections. 

The simplest solution is to redress the present under employment imbalance in the towns. If the 
population-employment ratio was uniform across all the towns, the public transport requirements 
would be entirely different and more easily met. A hub and spoke network design would then be 
appropriate for the entire city. 

If the employment and tertiary education focus remains as it is, along the Belconnen to Airport axis, 
and in the adjacent parliamentary vicinity, then the design of the Gungahlin to Civic light rail link has 
many shortcomings in the context of a 25-year plan and a doubling of the population. The design is 
deficient in capacity, speed, mode change issues, reliability and passenger comfort. The existing 
ACTION bus services provide more capacity, more direct services and more seated passengers than 
the proposed light rail services. There is no grade separation for the light rail at intersections and no 
pedestrian separation anywhere, thus making the single track link more unreliable and slower than any 
other technology, and devoid of express services. In addition the trams will cause a considerable 
increase in road congestion along the route, even for existing traffic volumes. 



However, the most concerning aspect of the Gungahlin-Civic design is that without grade separation 
there is limited scope to increase the frequency and capacity of the service without causing an 
unacceptable increase in road congestion. Grade separation permits higher frequency and higher speed, 
especially if the link is designed to have stops only at major hubs. Grade separation allows more 
options for the route, and there may be no need to destroy the Northbourne Avenue boulevard. 

The most disappointing aspect of the plan is that it will take 25 years before we have one light rail line 
in each town. There is no mention of the quality of service for the majority of citizens who would not 
live within walking distance of a line. An implicitly slow, limited capacity, trunk network combined 
with mode change for the majority of travellers is a dismal future, more so with the price tag of 
billions involved. 

The case to consider other mass transit modes and the possible impact of new technology such as 
elevated rail technology and automated vehicle fleets is overwhelming. Distance and the associated 
low population density (even with some consolidation) will always be a factor in meeting Canberra’s 
transport needs. 

Bus rapid transit has already been shown to have far higher benefit/cost ratio than the proposed light 
rail, and that type of investment is always useable by other transport technology, whereas a poorly 
designed light rail link is sunk capital. 

Canberra has time to undertake a thorough study of its land use and public transport future. There are 
many options. One option could include a fast grade-separated rail service between Belconnen and the 
airport, connecting the hubs at the universities with Civic, Russell and the airport. Significant changes 
in the use of the car are achievable without any change in Canberra’s urban form. Use of public 
transport is not so much a function of the mode, but rather of the frequency, speed and reliability of 
the services. 

In the short term, there is plenty of scope to improve the bus system with only modest investment, by 
providing bus lanes, signal priority, and bus approach lanes. However the rapid development of 
technology which serves to increase vehicle occupancy and reduce the number of cars on the road is 
also significant. Locally developed, Bus-Plus is a system that could increase bus use and lower costs. 
The recently announced Uber system, uberCOMMUTE, is well suited to Canberra and has the 
potential to significantly reduce peak hour traffic. 
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