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connecting communities to jobs, education and health pfecincts.

Caroline Wilkie, Chief Executive Officer,
Australasian Railway Association

The ARA Light Rail Conference brought
industry and government leaders together to
discuss the challenges and oppertunities for
this highly successful form of transport that
provides safe, reliable and accessible travel.

Australia has seen a resurgence of light rail
in recent years with the transport mode now
an integral part of the network in several cities.

Light rail has had a transformative
impact on the landscape and vibe of Sydney,
Newrcastle, the Gold Coast and Canberra,
leading to an increase in public transport use
and significant revitalisation of communities
along the rail corridors.

The turn-up-and-go, street-level nature
of light rail acts as a seamless conduit,
breaking down travel barriers, and connecting
communities to entertainment, education,
health precincts and jobs.

The social, economic and environmental
benefits are undeniable - light rail vehicles
carry 450 people on average, compared with
80 on a bus and four in a car.

The ARA light rail conference, held in Sydney,
brought together more than 150 people,
including operators, manufacturers, contractors,
and industry and government experts to
discuss the latest developments, hear success
stories from Australia and the world and learn
mare about addressing technical challenges
and the solutions to support the growth of
light rail.
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The conference heard in detail the journey
of the Canberra, Sydney, Parramatta and Gold
Coast light rail projects and the averwhelming
success of each. Despite the challenges faced
from disrupted businesses along some routes
and the pandemic stalling progress - the
overriding message was that all projects
exceeded expectations in terms of popularity.

Patronage on mast light rail services is
almost back at pre-COVID levels - and for the
Gold Coast Light Rail is sitting at 115 per cent
of pre-COVID levels.

The ARA conducted research on the benefits
of light rail and the findings confirmed its
unique ability to completely revitalise cities
and transform how people engage with
public transport.

The report, The Renaissance of Light Rail’
concluded it is a catalyst for urban renewal
and regeneration, driving considerable land
use change and placemaking

As Steve Issa, executive director, planning
and programs Greater Sydney at Transport
for NSW pointed out in his address to the
conference, George Street, Sydney, is now
unrecognisable from its previous life as a dull
corridar choked with cars.

It is now a bustling, vibrant pedestrian
corridor lined with new restaurants with
alfresco dining open until late at night.

Newcastle, too, has been transformed with
the light rail opening up the city where it
was previously split by heavy rail, connecting
people to the waterfront and spurring
considerable urban renewal.

As Issa put it, over the past decade or more,
Australia has “re-found our light rail mojo”
and is now enjoying seeing cities transformed
along the light rail corridors.

He told the conference that the global
market for light rail is estimated to grow
from US $10 billion in 2023 to US $13 billion
in 2030 across the world. There are some
400 cities around the world with light rail,

a quarter of which were built in the past
20 years.

“Light rail has been the backbone of major
urban revitalisation around the world... it has
been the centre of landscapes, cityscapes,
revitalisation, urban renewal,” Issa told
the conference. "There are countless projects
that we can point to across the world that
bring light rail to the heart of what they do
and help reshape city centres and connect
community centres.

“Passengers feel empowered, they feel
safe, they have real time information and they
feel connected.”

PATRONAGE TRENDS POST-COVID

It was really encouraging to hear at the
conference that the figures for patronage
continue to grow strongly.

Patronage on Sydney Light Rail has
skyrocketed to over 40 million passenger
journeys in 2023-24. It was also noted that
since the announcement of the L2 and L3 lines,
there has been over $35 billion in property
investment along the corridors in Sydney.

Five years on from opening, Canberra's
Light Rail Stage 1 will have five new vehicles
arriving this year on top of the existing 14 to
service the 12-kilometre City to Gungahlin
route, which now sees 1,494 trips each week.

The Canberra Light Rail has breathed life
into the city Anthony Haraldson, executive
branch manager, light rail operations, transport
Canberra and city services directorate told
the conference that since January 2016, about
$2.3 billion in construction has been given
development approval {or currently under
consideration by the Authority) in suburbs
directly adjacent to the Light Rail Stage 1.

Business growth has increased by 26.4
per cent in Gungahlin suburbs along the
corridor from 2018-22 and by 19.7 per cent in
the city suburbs along the corridor over the
same period.
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The light rail is reporting a 99.98 per cent
on-time service and a significant reduction
of motor vehicle travel, with volume at the
Northbourne Avenue and Macarthur Avenue
intersection dropping by 21 per cent in
2019 and in March 2024 a daily reduction of
18 per cent.

The Stage 2A 1.7-kilometre extension will
be powered by retrofitted batteries with a
“landscape-led” approach. This will include
sections of green track and preserved views,
with wire-free areas from the Commonwealth
Park stop to the Parliamentary Zone,

Earlier this year, the ARA advocated for the
Light Rail Stage 2B extension in Canberra.

We were very pleased to see the Federal
Government announce it will provide $50
million in the 2024-25 Budget for design
planning of Stage 2B.

The Gold Coast Light Rail has been a great
success since its opening 10 years ago. It has
a 96 per cent 10-year average punctuality and
has reached 85 million in paid passenger trips
since the launch, As Stage 3 approaches the
halfway point, and the benefits of light rail in
getting cars off congested Gold Coast roads
becomes increasingly obvious, it is hoped that
the government will give the green light to
the remaining Stage 4 to connect the Gold
Coast Airport.

At 120 years old, Melbourne has the world's
largest operational tram netwark, with 250
kilometres of track and more than 5,000
services a day. Yarra Trams, which has been
operated by Keolis Downer for the past 15
years, is seeing patronage of 75 per cent of
pre-COVID. Indeed, its patronage is only 15 per
cent less than the heavy rail network.

The conference also heard an update on the
Parramatta Light Rail opening soon, which will
run seven days a week from 5am to 1am with
each vehicle being fully accessible.

It is exciting to see Parramatta Light Rail
Stage 2 set to begin construction with a §2
billion investment from the New South Wales
Government in the 2024-25 State Budget. | am
looking forward to seeing the progress of this
game-changing project for Western Sydney.

ANTI-SOCIAL BEHAVIOUR

The ARA light rail conference also included
a panel discussion on the important topic of
anti-social behaviour, which has increased in
recent years across all transport modes.

The industry is working together to share
data and strategies on effective campaigns
and support for staff to address this issue and
has seen some considerable improvements.

Peter Lensink, Chief Operating Officer
for Transdev shared a success story where
Transdev invited a small group of repeat
young offenders into their Randwick

depot to meet staff and they have since
become ambassadors,

“We saw their faces change, and they
felt a part of the organisation and they felt
what it meant to the drivers,” Lensink told
the conference.

He said incidents have since dropped from
about six a month to zero.

Torrens Connect, operators of the Adelaide
tram network, have moved to roving guards to
tackle the issue and set up staff committees
for their input.

Canberra Metro Operations (CMET), in
response to increasing rates of verbal abuse,
has implemented additional staff training and
support and seen retention rates climb.

THE ARA'S ADVOCACY ON LIGHT RAIL

It has been exciting to see the progression of
significant light rail projects here in Australia,
including expansions in ACT, NSW and QLD.

The ARA's work through our Passenger
Operators Executive Committee (POEC) and
various subcommittees is focused on growing
patronage in both heavy and Light rail.

The POEC is made up of the chief executive
officers and managing directors of all the
major passenger rail companies in Australia
and New Zealand and oversees an extensive
program of work concerning issues that are
common to all networks.

The POEC sets priorities for the ARA to
ch ion and p collat ion among
the ARA's members to improve operational
efficiency and productivity.

There are several subcommittees and
networks under POEC to pursue particular
areas of importance. These include:

The Telecommunications Committee —
which is co-ordinating the response to the
renewal of the industry’s radio spectrum
licencing and submissions to the Australian
Communications and Media Authority.

The Customer Focus Committee was
recently formed to support growing
patronage with an emphasis on better
understanding how to improve security,
accessibility, information to customers and
disruption management.

The Accessibility Committee drives activity
relating to the Disability Discrimination
Act (DDA). It is co-ordinating industry input
to the Australian Government’s first major
reform of the standards in 20 years, with
representatives on the Commonwealth's
reporting working group.

The Anti-Social Behaviour Network, focused
on measures to keep passengers feeling
safe and secure on our networks.

Revenue Protection Network ensures

best practice supporting revenue
protection officers.
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= The Cybersecurity Network provides a
consultative forum to address potential
cyber threats within the rail network.

RENAISSANCE OF LIGHT RAIL REPORT
The ARA conducted research into the benefits
of light rail, titled The Renaissance of Light
Rail’ report.

Released in 2021, the report assessed the
circumstances where light rail was most suited
to deliver a transport solution when compared
to bus, bus replacement technology (BRT) and
heavy rail,

It confirmed light rail was well suited to
areas where urban renewal was desired,
and was a mode of choice when catering for
high passenger volumes and the need for
frequent stops.

It called for a co-ordinated approach that
included engagement with local g
stakeholders when planning light rail projects
and recommended improved risk sharing
approaches be established during planning
and procurement.

Overall, the report highlighted that light
rail delivers significant economic, social and
environmental benefits, including:
= Light rail can move between 4,000 and
20,000 people per hour in one direction
compared with less than 1,000 people in
cars and between 2,000 and 8,000 peaple
per hour in buses in the space equivalent to
one lane of road traffic.

While light rail has been criticised as more
expensive to construct than a new bus
route, operationally it is comparatively
cheaper to run resulting in reduced whole
of life costs (eg. lower operating costs

per passenger).

It is a catalyst for urban renewal and
regeneration, driving considerable land
use change and placemaking in way that
buses cannot.

It increases public transport use generally.
It drives property development

and increases property values and

land value.

The benefits of light rail also went beyond
land value, with Melbourne's tram network,
for example, contributing between $730
to $870 million to the city's social fabric
every year.

Sustainable transport is vital to Australia’s
net zero future. Advocating for the growth of
light rail is particularly critical to sustainable,
connected, and thriving cities.

As our cities grow and evolve, we must
find efficient, sustainable, accessible
and environmentally friendly modes
of transportation to meet the needs of
our communities. Light rail delivers on
all fronts. =
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