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The objectives of this conference are to: 
 

1. Contribute to improving the Sydney Rail System; 
2. Contribute to innovative solutions of integrating technology, business and 

community outcomes; and 
3. Challenge the solutions presented by the experts. 

 
This presentation is made from a transport perspective rather than from one of rail 
alone. NB “rail” is infrastructure, and hence is to be compared with “road”: if the 
comparison is with “car” (or possibly “bus” or “ferry”), the correct term is “train” 
rather than “rail”. 
 
What the users think 
 
There is a body called the ITSRR (the Independent Transport Safety and Reliability 
Regulator) which conducted a survey of train users in 2004, so we do not have to rely 
on anecdote to know what the people who use the system think of it. In fact the 
ITSRR included 473 non-train-users as well as 2,702 users in its survey, so the results 
also shed some light on why people do not use the trains. NB train users were about 
85% of the total survey sample, but trains only carry about 5% of the trips in Sydney 
on an average weekday (and 2% of weekend trips).  
 
The following quotes are taken from the Executive Summary of the ITSRR survey 
report. 
 

• “Punctuality, train delays and cancellations, and crowding are the three issues 
of greatest concern to train users” 

• “Punctuality and delays dominated the nominated priority areas for 
improvement.” 

• “Substantial proportions of train users reported being delayed very often 
during the survey reference period.” 

  
There is little doubt, therefore, about what the users want. They want a system that 
worked as it is supposed to, and the present train services are not perceived as doing 
this. 
 
The survey also showed that the importance ratings of non-users differed from those 
of train users. People don’t avoid the trains because of the deficiencies perceived by 
users. The main reasons given by non-users for not using trains were the convenience 
of an alternative (47%) or the fact that rail was an irrelevant choice for them (40%). 



 
Items where the users considered their expectations were being met (station signage, 
removal of litter from stations, and for those people who had used them, the CityRail 
web site and the 131 500 information service) were rather less fundamental than those 
where expectations were not being met – delays, cancellations, unpunctuality, 
overcrowding. 
 
When asked what was their highest priority among punctuality, frequency of journey 
time, 55% of users chose punctuality and 39% chose frequency. Only 6% chose 
journey time. 
   
There were many other interesting findings in the survey – for instance about 30% of 
train users reported feeling threatened by the action of other people on a train or at a 
station. 
 
The transport task for rail 
 
About 70 % of all weekday rail trips start or finish in Central Sydney (the seven CBD 
stations, and those very close to the CBD: Milsons Point, North Sydney, Kings Cross, 
Edgecliff, Bondi Junction, Redfern. Figure 1 (below) illustrates, for the CBD stations, 
just how peaked the weekday passenger profile is (or rather was in 2000). There are 
three to four times as many passengers exiting or entering these stations during 15 
minute periods during the peaks as there are during the interpeak period. The evening 
peak is more spread out than the morning peak. There are fewer people using these 
stations at weekends than there are during the week. 
 

It seems reasonable to conclude that the main function of the railways, at present, is to 
move commuters into and out of central Sydney. The biggest opportunity lies in 



increasing off-peak travel and the most beneficial action would be to reduce the size 
of the peak (but not to transfer it to other modes – trains are best at moving large 
concentrations of people). But train services as used today are chiefly services for 
commuters working in the CBD. 
 
This is confirmed by figures 2,3 and 4,  which result from some multi-modal 
modeling carried out on behalf of the (then) Department of Transport in 2001. Much 
of the modelling effort was devoted to exploring future scenarios (this was, after all, 
produced by the first stage of an exercise known as the Scenario Modelling Project or 
SMP) but one of the important things to do was to make sure that the model used (the 
Sydney Travel Model, in the custody of the Transport Data Centre) could reproduce 
existing (2001) trip-making when fed with details of 2001 transport networks. 
Validation showed that it could, to an acceptable degree (there was a correlation of 
about 85% between detailed model predictions and both traffic counts and station 
barrier counts). The model was therefore accepted as fit for the purpose for which it 
was to be used. The travel patterns estimated are not exactly right but they are not far 
off.  
 
One of the things that could be produced by the model was pictures of zone-to zone  
travel patterns by mode. To start with, these showed people travelling everywhere. 
However, when a filter was applied to screen out low-volume movements, a telling 
picture emerged. Figures 2,3 and 4 show the largest modelled estimates of movement 
in 2001 by train, bus and car respectively. Figure 2 shows all movement greater than 
35 passengers in a two-hour morning peak on an average 2001 weekday by train; 
Figure 3 shows all movement greater than 25 passengers in the same period by bus; 
and Figure 4 shows all movement greater than 75 cars (not people) in the same period.   

Figure 2: Heaviest train passenger movements in 2001 morning peak (Source: SMP) 
 
 



 
Figure 3: Heaviest bus passenger movements in 2001 morning peak (Source: SMP) 
 

 
Figure 4: Heaviest car vehicle movements in 2001 morning peak (Source: SMP) 
 
It can be seen from Figures 2 to 4 that the car has a completely different role in the 
urban transport system to public transport. The main task of the trains in the morning 
peak is clearly the movement of people over long distances into Central Sydney, and 
to a lesser degree into Parramatta (but only from western areas). Buses also have 
heavy corridors into the CBD from areas not served by rail (Victoria Road, the 
Northern Beaches, Anzac Parade) and they serve the more immediate hinterlands not 
just of the CBD but also, less intensively, of other centres (Parramatta, Liverpool, 
Penrith can be seen). However the great majority of car trips are for short-distance 
dispersed movement, especially in Western Sydney. 
 



Figure 5 shows the modal split in 2000 for all trips made on an average weekday 
(from the 2001 report on the Home Interview Survey (Transport Data Centre). It can 
be seen that the car is the dominant mode of travel throughout the city, accounting for 
nearly 70% of all trips. Next in volume come walk trips (nearly 18%) and then bus 
trips (nearly 6%). 
 
Bus trips are “unlinked”, so some of them would be people taking the bus to a railway 
station to catch a train. (SMP modelling suggests that over 25% of unlinked  morning 
peak bus and train trips are in fact single trips made in two or more legs – so if this 
proportion applied over the whole day, public transport’s mode share of all trips 
would not be 11% but 8% - of whom 2% would be using a train only, 3% would be 
using both bus and train and 3% would be using the bus only.) Train thus carries 
about 5% of all trips that are made on a weekday. The corresponding weekend figure 
is 2%. The average length of a rail trip in the peak, at 18 km, is of course longer than 
that of an average car trip (10km) or an average bus trip (8 km). 
 

 
Figure 5: 2000 Weekday split of trips by mode (Source: HIS) 
  
Where buses and trains are used together to make a trip, the length of the bus leg is 
shorter but the length of the train leg is longer than the average for each of those 
modes used in isolation. 
 
This data supports the view that the railways currently carry out a very limited 
function in Sydney.  
 



Public transport objectives 
 
The railways do not exist in isolation, so we should ask “what is public transport for” 
before we can ask “what are the railways for?” There are a number of possible 
answers to this, not all of which are complementary. There are peak issues, such as 
moving commuters (especially to employment centres, with the CBD being the largest 
of them) or moving schoolchildren (currently under a system on which much of the 
private bus industry depends that grew from the mid-19th century concession of cheap 
rail fares for country children if they did not have easy access to a government 
school). There are other possible roles that would apply 24 hours a day, seven days a 
week. What about providing urban mobility for those, especially younger and older 
Sydneysiders, who do not have access to cars? Or, different again, what about 
providing a competitive travel alternative for those who do have access to cars? And 
what about the occasional crowd generated by a major sporting or cultural event? Or 
do we, in fact, want to use public transport to contain car use, and hence any increase 
in the peakiness of the passenger profile, while probably unwelcome to railway 
managers, could be seen as a policy success? 
 
The answer to the question is probably “all of the above, but not all at the same place 
or at the same time”. When the role of public transport is better defined, it will be 
easier to identify the roles of trains and buses (mainly) in performing that role. 
Because the rail network is nowhere near as extensive as the road network, there will 
always be some mixed-mode travel in Sydney, where people use other scheduled 
means (bus) or independent means (cars or bicycles) to reach railway stations to catch 
trains. Neither train services nor bus services can be  planned in isolation, though this 
has been the tendency in Sydney in the past (and indeed within the bus network, 
government services and private-sector services have been treated differently). The 
lesson is that we do not have to just get our passenger trains working to general 
satisfaction, but that they should be doing the right thing within the context of an 
integrated public transport system. 
 
There is a view that the “one size fits all” approach of the railways, which essentially 
operates one type of rolling stock (with minor variations), does not fully recognise the 
many roles that trains are called on to perform – an inner-city metro style service, 
suburban trains, fast inter-centre connections … 
 
We should not forget either that passengers are not the only thing that moves around 
Sydney. Practically all urban freight is currently road-based, but rail caters for some 
niche freight markets, notably long-distance intercity containerized freight. The 
priority given to passenger trains during passenger peak periods does not facilitate 
rail’s penetration of the freight market. 
 
So what should we be expecting Sydney’s railways to do? 
 



Ideas for change 
 

To an outside observer, it seems that many of the efforts of those responsible for 
managing the system are aimed at being able to do again what the railways have done 
in the past. Apart from fiddling with the definition of “on-time running” and/or 
slowing the timetable down to something that can be operated, these include: 
• accepting industrial practices that mean it takes longer to train a CityRail train 

driver than an airline pilot; 
• cannibalising off-peak and weekend rosters and services to keep peak services 

running; and 
• spending a billion dollars to make the system work like it used to, when Sydney 

was rather different from what it is today. 
 
Providing financial support so the users can access the service for very cheap prices  
seems counter-productive, especially when we do not manage our bus services the 
same way.  The “Christie Report”, from the Office of the Co-Ordinator-General of 
Rail, took a longer-term view in 2001 but proposed a high degree of public 
expenditure on railways that seemed far from sustainable. It presented a plan for 
building many new rail lines and providing up to 80 new stations.  
 
The work of the Warren Centre and its “Sustainable Transport in Sustainable Cities” 
project has been well publicised. Sydney was treated as a case study. The Centre 
looked at rail technology, as you would expect a “Centre for Advanced Engineering” 
to do, but it also investigated many other issues such as public attitudes, the 
interaction of land use and transport, institutional frameworks, transport pricing and 
so on. The “City of Cities” concept which emerged from these investigations was a 
solution to make the whole city and its transport systems work more sustainably, not a 
solution to make the rail system work or expand it. There were of course major 
implications for the rail system in this recommendation, and perhaps time did not 
allow them to be as fully spelt out as they might have been had the concept emerged 
at an earlier stage of the study.  
 
If  Sydney’s planners were to adopt the “City of Cities” concept, then good 
alternatives to car use would be provided within the catchment of each city to connect 
each centre and its hinterland. It is likely that these alternatives would take the form of 
on-road bus services, transitways, light rail, cyc leways or other transport 
infrastructure of lesser strength than the current heavy rail system. But there would 
also be a need for fast high-capacity movement between centres, a role for which our 
trains (but not always our rails) are well suited.   
 
Alone among Australian cities, Sydney has probably outgrown its original structure, 
where most of the good things in life are concentrated around the central area and the 
Harbour and the railway takes people from all over the metropolitan area in and out of 
this central area - and does little else. Sydney’s structure will have to evolve (and 
eventually Melbourne’s and that of other Australian cities if they ever approach 
Sydney’s size) and its railway system will have to evolve with it, or risk stagnating as 
a lightly used reminder of the city’s past, serving a specialised transport niche . 
 



Expenditure  
 
As Figure 6 shows, most of our rail infrastructure was originally put in place in the 
19th century, with the exception of a couple of new lines through greenfield areas (the 
Cronulla and East Hills lines - in the days when it was possible to put the transport 
infrastructure in first and let the land use respond) in the 1930’s and some relatively 
minor tightening up of the network in the last 25 years (and arguably the only line 
currently being built, from Epping to Chatswood, is also in this category). 
  
For much of the 20th century, expenditure on the railways was low (for instance “red 
rattler” electric trains from the 1920’s were still in service in Sydney in the 1990’s). 
The legacy of decades of underfunding is now becoming felt, despite recent 
expenditure on new rolling stock and connection-making infrastructure. 
 
Figure 6: Age profile of rail infrastructure in CityRail network 
 
Period Suburban1 Intercity2 Regional3 All 
1850-1875 172 29 320 521 
1876-1900 122 151 71 344 
1901-1925 25 0 514 75 
1926-1950 425 0 0 42 
1951-1975 36 0 0 3 
1976-2000 297 0 0 29 
ALL 1850-2000 392 180 441 1014 
2001-2025 ?8 ? ? ? 
1 North Shore Line, Eastern Suburbs Line, Bankstown Line, Inner West Line, Main North Line to Berowra, Main 
South Line to Macarthur, Main West Line to Emu Plains, Richmond Line, Carlingford Line, East Hills Line, 
Illawarra Line to Waterfall, City Circle  
2 Lines from Sydney to Newcastle, Lithgow, Wollongong (excluding suburban component) 
3 Other CityRail Lines (Macarthur to Goulburn, Wollongong to Port Kembla and Bomaderry, Newcastle to Scone 
and Dungog). 
4 Maitland to Dungog, Wollongong to Port Kembla  
5 mainly East Hills and Cronulla lines 
6 Wynyard to St James 
7 Network connections/additions: extension of East Hills line to Glenfield, extension of Illawarra line to Bondi 
Junction, the “Y” at Merrylands, the Olympic Park spur, the New Southern Railway taking some East Hills Line 
trains via the Airport  
8 The Epping to Chatswood line, now under construction, is due to open in mid-2008. 

 
However new rail lines represent huge infrastructure expenditure, and construction in 
excess of one major project per decade has not taken place for 80 years at least. 
Planning for such projects usually takes at least 10 years – the record is probably held 
by the Eastern Suburbs Railway, on which the first train ran in 1979, although the 
need for the line was first raised by a Royal Commission in 1875 (and construction 
began in 1917). It is not sufficient just to provide rails to new areas: trains have to run 
on them to the right places too. Does the current enthusiasm for the North West Rail 
Link reflect that the idea of linking the North West to Parramatta by public transport 
(ie by Transitway – a railway is physically impossible because of the grades involved) 
might be a better idea than linking the North West by public transport (ie by train) to 
the distant CBD without going anywhere near Parramatta (especially if a new line has 
to be built through the CBD to accommodate the extra trains when they get to the 
CBD). The recent announcement of an (unfunded) $8 billion project to build three 
linked lines – the NW Rail Link, a CBD metro line and the SW Rail Link, seems to 



confirm this view. Why are we spending so much money basically to take commuters 
to the CBD? Is this the best transport use for such funds in Sydney? 
 
The benefits of the Clearways project have presumably been established by analysis, 
but it still represents the expenditure of a billion dollars to make the system we 
already have work as it used to. Public money is scarce, and there are many other 
potential uses for it. The case for spending it on railways rather than on other uses (or 
for not collecting it in the first  place) would be much strengthened if it were preceded 
by a clearer statement of what we thought our railways were for.  
 
This returns to the objectives of this conference. While the ideas presented today are 
undoubtedly interesting ones, few can be implemented in the short term (1-5 years) to 
improve the performance of the present rail system. This is what the users of the 
system want – and vote for. Major infrastructure projects have a medium term 
timescale associated with them (5-15 years) and ideas requiring a change in urban 
planning policy will probably require more than 15 years to have an impact.  Sydney 
already has an extensive rail system. To a non-railwayman, it seems that public 
frustration with Sydney’s railways will also extend to Sydney’s railway engineers 
unless those short-term improvements are forthcoming. 
 
I do not have the skills to suggest short-term improvements. My own thoughts revolve 
around longer-term measures, but there is short-term urgency in taking action. “If I 
were king” I would:  

• improve transport pricing and charging for all modes;  
• adopt a land-use strategy and stick to it (and here I commend the work of the 

Warren Centre, in which I was involved);  
• increase the efficiency of  commercial transport; and  
• reduce the oil dependency of our urban transport before a major oil crisis hits 

us.  
 
 I suspect that rail has a major part to play in the last of these points, but not if it 
restricts itself to moving the tidal wave of people to and from central Sydney every 
day. But these matters should not be the subject of today’s conference. 
 
Conclusions  
 
There are a few messages here which I think justify the title of this paper, a “reality 
check”. 
 

• Rail’s customers just want a system that works. 
• Sydney’s railways are mainly a niche mode for urban commuters at present. 
• Trains are just one part of the public transport system, which should be better 

integrated 
• We should be clearer about what we expect our public transport, and in 

particular our trains, to do. 
• The railways need to make a good case for receiving present and future 

subsidy. 
• This conference should use its engineering expertise mainly to identify 

potential short term improvements. 
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