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The Development Applications (DA) for the non-regulated areas Stage 1 (Gungahlin-Civic) 
and Stage 2 (Civic-Russell) of the light rail project were approved by ACT Environment and 
Planning (ACTEP) on December 21, 2015. 
 
Representations objecting on strategic grounds were made by CanTheTram Inc and I raised 
important objections based on data provided by Capital Metro. This article explains some of 
my main objections and the very unsatisfactory responses that were made by ACTEP. If the 
normal planning appeal processes had not been removed by special government legislation 
for the light rail project, I am quite confident the DA approvals could be reversed by appeal 
on the following grounds. 
 
The ACT Government's Transport for Canberra: Transport for a sustainable city, 2012–
2031 convincingly made the case for "rapid service" public transport along main routes with 
a minimum end-to-end journey speed of 40km/hr. Introducing this transport blueprint, 
Minister Corbell promised "a transport system that puts people first ... [that] will make our 
city a better place to live, work and do business, and a more accessible place where it is easy 
for everyone to get around."  
 
The 40km/hr average speed promise was silently abandoned in 2014, replaced with a "25 
minute journey time" (at an average of 28.8 km/hr) between Gungahlin and Civic and 15 
minutes from Civic to Russell (at 12.8 km/hr). The hoped-for yet very optimistic 28.8 km/hr 
speed compares to an average 21 km/hr achieved on the new Gold Coast line, and 26 km/hr 
on the Sydney's new Dulwich Hill extension, despite the latter being completely segregated 
from all road traffic.  
 
In apologising for the failure of the tram to deliver rapid service speeds, ACTEP resorted to 
claiming that Transport for Canberra was not a statutory document, and that what is “high 
speed” is a subjective matter.  (When Gungahlin commuters experience the real travel times 
on the tram their subjective views are likely to differ significantly from the government’s.) 
 
Yet even the theoretical 28.8 km/hr requires at least 10 new signalised intersections and 
signal priority that Capital Metro's analysis shows will increase traffic delays at intersections 
directly on the route by 44%. The tram will significantly increase road congestion near its 
route: Capital Metro estimates average road speeds will be over 20% higher in 2021 if the 
tram is not built. Indeed, their data corrected for acknowledged errors and the Flemington 
Road duplication indicates the return commuter trip between Gungahlin and Civic will be 
about 13 minutes quicker in 2021 if the project is abandoned and instead part of Flemington 
Rd in Mitchell is duplicated. 
 
In attempting to refute the impact of the tram on traffic congestion, ACTEP claimed that the 
uncosted duplication of Flemington Road should not be taken into account when making a 
comparison between car travel times before and after the tram, yet ACTEP used the 
advantage of the duplication to minimise the impact that it reported for the tram. This is 
disingenuous.  
 
In another case ACTEP acknowledged that there is a huge error in data used in modelling the 
Barton Highway intersection, yet claimed that it “does not significantly affect the accuracy of 



the model”. In fact it hides an additional 5 per cent increase in car travel time for the round 
trip journey. 
 
As well as increasing road congestion, the tram will provide a much poorer public transport 
service along the route than is currently available from ACTION. Today there are 30 services 
each weekday from Gungahlin to Civic between 7:30 and 8:29am, with capacity for 2130 
passengers, 1360 seated. By 2021, the tram will replace these buses with 10 services, with 
capacity for 2000 passengers, around 500 seated. Tram bicycle-carrying capacity is 20% 
lower.  Increased distances between stops will reduce accessibility, particularly for the elderly, 
those with young children, and people with disabilities.  
 
ACTEP claimed that the above figures were obtained for a different time interval than the 
EIS used. This is irrelevant, and the poorer service to be available by tram can be simply 
demonstrated from the data on the ACTION website. The improved numbers that ACTEP 
claim for the tram are obtained by only counting ACTION red-rapid services. There are other 
ACTION services to Civic that originate in the Gungahlin suburbs. When these are taken into 
account the current ACTION numbers exceed the tram capacity. Moreover passengers on 
these local services will now be forced into a broken journey with mode change between bus 
and tram. 
 
Based on Capital Metro's estimates, the net decrease in greenhouse gases from shifting bus 
and some car commuters to trams, is less than 1,600 tons annually, dwarfed by over 60,000 
tons of greenhouse gases emitted by construction. As transport progressively moves to EU 
emission standards and electric vehicles, these annual savings will plummet, and the 
greenhouse construction "debt" will never be repaid. 
 
Furthermore, ACTION could progressively replace its fleet with electric-powered 
buses.  Backed by Warren Buffet, the Chinese electric automaker BYD is now manufacturing 
and selling pure electric bendy buses in the USA.  They have a single-charge range of 250km, 
almost twice the average distance travelled each day by an ACTION bus.  By replacing 10% 
of the existing fleet each year, ACTION would save a compounding 3,000 tons of greenhouse 
gases annually. 
 
ACTEP was not able to refute the above objections with any specific data. They merely 
referred to “mitigation measures” during construction,  and to the emissions from cars and 
buses without acknowledging that these will diminish substantially over the life of the project. 
  
The stage 2 route proposes an even greater reversal for public transport. Before the 
Constitution Ave roadworks, peak morning bus journey time from Civic to Russell was 9 
minutes, and when the dedicated bus lane is complete, may be shorter. But Capital Metro say 
the tram will take 15 minutes each way. Yet publicity for this stage was based on better 
connectivity and removing the lunch-time "isolation" of workers in Russell. 
 
The Stage 2 development application admits that the proposed project will create extensive 
and severe traffic congestion across Civic, warning of “compromised performance”, and even 
proposes that congestion should be “encouraged to facilitate a mode shift to public transport”. 
 
Yet, ACTEA fails to discuss or heed these warnings and stoically claims in its approval that 
“the proposal will not adversely impact on the efficient, safe and convenient movement 
throughout the road network”.  



 
ACTEA also fails to satisfactorily address other objections about safety, and access for the 
elderly and disabled. 
 
Simon Corbell promised "a transport system that puts people first". There is no shame in 
admitting it hasn't panned out. It is however, shameful and irresponsible in the extreme to 
ignore the evidence, refuse to consider alternatives, continue wasting resources on a project 
that the Government's own agency acknowledges will fail to meet its objectives, and sentence 
Canberrans to a debt that will constrain spending on worthy initiatives for decades. 
 


