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Submission on Draft Regional Public Transport Plan 2014

The Mt Victoria Residents’ Association Inc submits the following in response to the Greater Wellington Regional Council’s Draft Regional Public Transport Plan 2014 setting the direction for public transport in the region for the next 10 years.  Our comments are made in light of the stated vision in the regional strategy for our transport network “to deliver an integrated land transport network that supports the region’s people and prosperity in a way that is economically, environmentally and socially sustainable”.

We wish to present our views in person to a hearing committee.

This submission comments on the major initiatives discussed in the Draft Plan, preceded by some general comments:

· General comments

· Wellington public transport spine

· Wellington City bus fleet options

· Metlink public transport network

· Wellington regional rail plan

· Fare structure review and integrated ticketing.

General comments

Part of the attraction of Wellington as a people-centred city, and our point of differentiation from other large New Zealand and Australasian cities, is our relative lack of alienating motorways and flyovers slicing through our city.  Public transport planners still have a real opportunity to keep Wellington that way, making it attractive to live in, and for visitors who are an important aspect of 

its economic and social life.  The Te Papa report for 2012 states that visiting Te Papa is the second thing visitors to Wellington do after walking the city streets. 
We are concerned that Greater Wellington's Genuine Progress Index (GPI) indicators in the area of health show the region's people have experienced an overall decline since 2001.  The Draft Long-Term Plan stated that without good health, people are less able to enjoy their lives, their options may be limited, and they are also less likely to be able to contribute to the economic, social and cultural life of the region.  This is unacceptable.  With the increasing residential development within the inner city, increasing numbers of residents will be vulnerable to the intensified effects of air pollution from vehicles.
Although not explicitly stated, there appears to be an underlying assumption throughout the Draft Plan that the population size served in Wellington, relative to Auckland, is a constraint on options considered because of reliance on funding from the NZ Transport Agency (NZTA).  For example, serious consideration has not been given to long-term investment in a light rail system in Wellington City (except to overprice it as a spine option).  In the long term it is the only real option that meets the vision stated in the regional strategy.  French cities such as Tours (population 135,000) and Montpellier (population 255,000) have similar populations to Wellington City and excellent light rail systems. 

The Association would like to see a broader concept of ‘public transport’ considered in the Draft Plan – the concept should also include improvements to facilitate and encourage people to use healthier transport modes such as walking, cycling, scootering etc. as a priority over public and private vehicles.  

We appreciate that funding constraints make it a challenge to maintain public transport service levels and increase patronage, and are very concerned to note (section 5.8.1) central government aims to limit annual increases in public transport funding and reduce funding for public transport infrastructure.  This seems irrational in light of the enormous public monies being poured into roads such as the Basin Reserve flyover, Kapiti expressway and Transmission Gully, despite the evidence of the current need to pour funds into Auckland public transport because investment in roads has failed to reduce vehicle congestion.  In addition, NZTA plans to build a second tunnel through Mt Victoria and widen Hataitai streets to accommodate more vehicles.  We urge GWRC to take a much firmer stand so Wellington region can avoid the Auckland fiasco.

Following on from the above, the Association is dismayed at GWRC’s support for the proposed 

Basin Reserve flyover that will be a permanent blight on our neighbourhood and city, and on an area of national heritage significance.  We urge GWRC to reconsider its decision in view of presentations to the Environmental Protection Authority’s Board of Inquiry of viable and cheaper alternatives at ground level that will facilitate public transport flows and improved walking and cycling opportunities.  The funding could be better directed toward public transport infrastructure in Wellington.

Wellington public transport spine

The Wellington Public Transport Spine Study aims to address problems of unreliable transport and journey times due to too many vehicles and modes sharing a constrained corridor, and increased traffic congestion in the road network.  The chosen option, bus rapid transit (BRT), is claimed to ensure faster journey times and an improved travel experience.

It is unlikely that faster journey times are achievable between Courtenay Place and the north end of Lambton Quay because the speed limit is 30kmh and there are many pedestrian crossings.
In our view, bus congestion caused by many people getting on and off some buses at peak hours in the Lambton Quay to Courtenay Place corridor is a major contributor to unreliable transport and journey times.  It appears that much larger BRT buses and fewer stops will mean even longer stopping times with resulting unreliability even if there are fewer buses.  The study is silent on ways to speed up boarding and exit times and does not appear to have considered this a ‘cost’ in its economic analysis.

Another concern is that currently the longer diesel buses have difficulty turning at sharp corners between Lambton Quay and Courtenay Place.  BRT buses will be twice as long (unless double-decker), and the study does not explain how they will negotiate these corners.  

We also consider the assessment of the three final options was flawed.  Both the BRT and light rail (LRT) options are said to require an additional tunnel through Mt Victoria, but BRT assumed the duplicate tunnel proposed by NZTA and did not include the cost in BRT cost estimates, whereas the LRT included tunnel costs ($380m).  In addition the ‘peer reviewer’ of the Study, Ian Wallis Associates, was involved in the whole process including developing the process and criteria for selecting the short-list options, and cannot have provided an independent peer review.

In fact it is not clear why both the BRT and LRT options even need another tunnel through Mt Victoria and appropriating Town Belt to widen Ruahine St and Wellington Rd.  There is already a functioning bus tunnel at the top of Pirie St and buses running along Moxham Ave on the other 

side.  BRT or LRT could use the same route rather than place further pressure on the Basin Reserve and Ruahine St areas.  This would also remove any reliance on grade separation at the Basin Reserve and on integration with the proposed second tunnel.

The study claims that a major benefit of BRT is that people will be able to travel from the CBD all the way home to Island Bay, Miramar or Karori on the same vehicle.  They can do that currently so this is hardly a ‘major benefit’.

Wellington City bus fleet options

The Association questions the validity of the four options presented in the Draft Plan.  The trolley bus option is combined with current diesel only, when it should also be combined with the other three bus options (modern diesel, hybrid, and electric).  There is also an apparent assumption that trolley buses could not operate across the entire network as they do not now, but that the other three options could.  In addition, the fact that the bus network has been designed on the basis that the trolley bus network will no longer operate after 2017 clearly shows a bias against any trolley bus option.  We urge the GWRC to amend the options to include trolley buses in each of them prior to undertaking an evaluation.

We also believe that the choice of BRT for the ‘spine’ has also limited the choice of bus fleet vehicle.  

The Draft Plan asks for feedback on the relative importance of the different factors to be taken into account in the evaluation.  We prefer consideration of a mix of weighted factors, and comment as follows.

Net benefit/cost – is important, but should not be the sole factor, particularly as recent experience with the Basin Reserve flyover and the spine study suggests cost/benefit analyses are flawed and biased in favour of a preconceived preference.

Reliability – should be a factor.

Carbon and other harmful emissions – in light of the decline in health experienced in the Wellington region since 2001 (see above), emissions is the most important factor and should be weighted to reflect that.  With growing numbers of people living, walking and cycling in the city, any emissions are health hazards.  In this respect, we note the World Health Organisation’s recording of a 20% increase in pollution in Wellington over two years.  The environmental effects of such emissions add to the importance of this factor.  Fortunately there are zero-emission public transport options.  

Noise in built-up areas – should be a factor.  High-rise apartment developments in the city 

have turned streets into echoing canyons that concentrate any noise.  We would also wish to urge GWRC to place limits on noise from both engine brakes and engines – the constant loud hiss from brake controls has become a new health hazard.

Additional factors – we suggest factors should include sustainability and cost of fuel source and environmental impact.
The Draft Plan asks two additional questions that do not relate to criteria for evaluation:

Paying more for lower emissions – in our view, this question is flawed in assuming lower-emissions options are more costly.  These apparent higher costs result from the absence of economic pricing systems that truly price the negative environmental and social costs of emissions, and count the wider environmental and health effects as benefits  

Paying for additional costs of trolley buses – much of these costs result from past neglect, presumably with the conscious intent of running-down the service so it is no longer a viable option.  This should not penalise the trolley option.  The $20 million required to remove the trolley wires could be better spent on upgrading the trolley network.  This upgrade does not need to happen at once, but could be gradually undertaken.  In addition, with the growing number of cities around the world switching from diesel buses to zero-emission options, a competitive market means diesel buses are cheaper as demand for them wanes and trolley and other zero-emission options are more expensive as demand increases.
In our view, if we are serious about reducing carbon emissions  and dependence on fossil fuels, trolley buses already have merit over other options, and this could be built on and enhanced with improved technologies.  Trolley buses:

· already meet most of the criteria for assessing options

· are a viable, longer-term option and the best in the absence of any commitment to light rail

· have zero emissions

· operate on electricity that is generated from about 70% of renewable resources.  Globally, cities are switching to electric-powered public transport systems

· are quiet and provide a smooth, comfortable ride

· can be fitted with traction battery technology to provide off-wire capability

Diesel and hybrid bus options fail to meet the strategic vision for the transport network, and  most of the factors to be taken into account.  We are very concerned at the current and possible continuing concentration of diesel exhaust near bus stops during peak hours. We wish to see provision in the Draft Plan for:

· the contracts with the bus companies to include strict performance measures requiring all 
· diesel buses to be constantly maintained and monitored to the most rigorous emission standards required by the European Community and the World Health Organisation.  Financial penalties should apply if standards are not met
· each bus stop within the inner city to have an air quality monitor that demonstrates to waiting passengers the air quality being experienced at that time.  It is understood that nanotechnology has significantly reduced the cost of air quality monitoring devices
· GWRC to establish a separate contract compliance unit which inter alia could sub-contract an independent air quality and vehicle emission monitoring company to measure once every month the emissions from every diesel bus in each company's fleet

· the contracts with bus companies to also contain a clause that all diesel bus drivers be trained in the techniques of slow acceleration and slow stopping so as to reduce diesel exhaust and reduce fuel consumption.

Metlink public transport network

We are pleased to note that public transport planning is based on a network approach and trust that consideration will be given across all regional and Wellington City services to ensure transitions between network modes and hierarchy of services will be timely and accessible.

We note there appears to be an over-emphasis on north-south and east-west ‘corridors’ or ‘spines’ with a limited definition of their location, an inevitable clash where they cross, and an erroneous assumption that people would wish to move in and around the region in such a manner.  For example, the north-south spine links Johnsonville to Island Bay, but apparently not Miramar or airport, and the east-west spine links Karori to Seatoun but not Island Bay.  The geography and shape of the region’s habitation suggests a network more akin to a spider web than a cross.

That said, we support proposed changes such as reducing duplications, improved daily services to poorly-served areas (including Mt Victoria), and frequent service for areas of high demand.

Wellington regional rail plan

The Association fully supports continued investment in upgrading the train fleet and infrastructure, including improvements to park and ride facilities at stations across the rail network.  In our view this investment is important as it provides commuters a safer ride into the city, and reduces the number of private vehicles and the associated unpleasant and unproductive roads and parking buildings.

Fare structure review and integrated ticketing

We note the aim is to ensure the fares and ticketing system is simple and easy to use, and provides better value for money for customers.

We fully support:

· an integrated and consistent fares and ticketing system

· riders being able to use just one smart card for all public transport travel in the region, provided such a system is transparent about the amount being charged at the time of travel.  It must also ensure quick boarding and exit of buses and trains

· free transfers during a journey

· free travel for children under five years old

· a 50% discount fare for children and young adults aged five to 18 years (or still at school)

· continued free off-peak travel for SuperGold card holders

· other off-peak fares for everyone to encourage people to schedule trips at off-peak times, to provide a more affordable option, and for certain identified groups of people

· continued discounts for people with disabilities

· weekend family passes

· encouraging promoters of large events to include travel by public transport in the ticket price.

The anticipated reduction in overall fare revenue could be made up through increased patronage, in addition to reducing costs (but not at the expense of service quantity and quality), and increased public funding.

Elaine Hampton 

President 
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