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Reducing Car Use in Canberra:  
A Holistic Policy Approach

Elizabeth P . Proctor

Abstract

Reducing car use allows cities to lower greenhouse gas emissions and improve 
population health and social welfare. Car use can be made less attractive by 
making driving less convenient, making other modes of transport more 
convenient, and by nudging people into reconsidering their habits where driving 
has become impractical. A mixture of all three options is optimal, and most 
effective with people who are open to changing their behaviour. With transport 
playing a complex role in everyday life, a holistic approach to its use is essential. 
The Australian Capital Territory (ACT) Government has sound aims regarding 
sustainable transport, but its Transport for Canberra: Transport for a sustainable 
city 2012–2031 report published in 2012 contains some contradictions and 
inefficiencies in the effort to shift Canberra’s population away from driving as 
a default travel mode. The lack of evidence-based public transport plans and 
behaviour change programs will weaken Canberra’s efforts, and the failure to 
reduce road supply will oppose them. The ACT Government has failed to fully 
seize the opportunity to reduce car use and hence improve population health 
and social welfare.

Introduction

The private car is being used in Canberra at a level that is not sustainable for 
human or environmental wellbeing. This article will look at Canberra’s transport 
system and how it can encourage sustainable travel by targeting the most easily 
altered car trips through a combination of diverse policy measures.  Given the 
urgency of reducing our greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions within this ‘critical 
decade’, the article will focus on short-run options (to the exclusion of land-use 
planning). It will then assess the ACT Government’s current vision by reviewing 
the Transport for Canberra report, examining whether the proposed measures to 
reduce Canberran car use are evidence-based and likely to be effective. 
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Methodology

This article is the result of an extensive literature review conducted with the 
aim of understanding factors that increase and reduce urban car use. It draws 
upon the author's experience gained when undertaking the 'Human Ecology' 
program at The Australian National University's Fenner School of Environment 
and Society. This approach emphasises a systems thinking approach, resulting 
in an understanding that car use is part of the overall function and design of a 
city and cannot be studied or addressed in isolation from urban form, public 
transport and active travel policy. A diverse range of sources and topics were 
therefore included. The reading list was compiled by searching ANU Library 
SuperSearch, ScienceDirect and ProQuest with a wide range of search terms 
including “reduce” “car use” “public transport/transit” “active travel” 
“cycling” “pedestrian” “Canberra” “transport emissions” “transport policy” 
“travel behaviour” “TravelSmart”. Conversations with the project supervisor 
and others (Personal communications) provided new directions and topics for 
investigation throughout the process, as well as pursuing any papers frequently 
referenced throughout the collection. As this article assesses transport policy 
that is specific to Canberra, an effort has been made to use local information 
where available, though much parallel information exists from North America 
and Europe which informed the work (e.g. Appleyard, 1976; Bassett et al., 2011; 
Brog et al., 2009; Hass-Klau et al., 2000; Loukopoulos et al., 2005).

Part 1: Why and how to reduce car use

The need to transform urban transport in Canberra

Reducing Canberran driving will have benefits on three key scales: the planet, 
the city and individual residents. 

Car use is a key component of Canberra’s contribution to climate change. The 
global crisis of climate change and the need to respond is well documented, and 
Canberra faces the challenge of reducing per capita emissions by a factor of 22 
(Moriarty & Honnery, 2008). Transport makes up 23% of Canberra’s emissions, 
and since fuel efficiency gains for cars are likely to be offset by the increased 
inefficiency of accessing fossil fuels, that can be best reduced by cutting 
down on car travel (Moriarty & Honnery, 2008; Office of the Commissioner for 
Sustainability and the Environment, 2008). Reducing car use is an important 
part of global climate change mitigation efforts, as private car travel makes up 
around 80% of vehicle kilometres travelled (VKT) in OECD countries (Graham-
Rowe et al., 2011). 
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Cars are more popular in Canberra than other Australian cities at 81% of 
commute trips, with public transport (PT), walking and cycling playing minor 
roles (Office of the Commissioner for Sustainability and the Environment, 2008). 
Within the city of Canberra, local car VKT reductions benefit the community in 
the following ways: air pollution is reduced, leading to fewer cases of asthma 
and related health problems (ARRB Transport Research, 2002); congestion is 
reduced, improving all road travel (Ashton-Graham, 2008); and the nature of 
streets changes significantly. Streets are made safer by the presence of cyclists 
and pedestrians (Taylor & Ampt, 2003), and the less traffic a street has, the 
more sociable its residents are – car-oriented streets degrade the social fabric 
of neighbourhoods (Appleyard, 1976). Those without access to cars benefit 
from a transport system that improves as demand increases, and better shops in 
walking distance that receive increased custom (Whitehead et al., 2006, cited in 
Santos et al., 2010; ACT Government, 2011). 

On an individual scale, a person who uses cars less will be healthier and 
save money. Choosing any other mode of transport improves health and life 
expectancy, with public transport commuters far more likely to exercise for 
the World Health Organisation’s recommended 30 minutes per day (Besser & 
Dannenberg, 2005; Brog et al., 2009). Aside from reduced health costs later in 
life, driving less saves money, public transport being approximately half the 
cost of a car per kilometre, cycling 20% and walking 10% (including the price 
of shoes) (Victorian Transport Policy Institute, 2011).

Why do people choose cars?

For a government to change public attitudes towards cars and sustainable 
transport, it is important to understand what makes driving attractive. People 
use cars for practical and psychological reasons. The decision is affected by 
practical and social circumstances as well as values (Anable, 2005; Collins & 
Chambers, 2005). A person may have values that oppose car use, but this can 
be outweighed by their situation or by positive social attitudes towards cars 
(Anable, 2005; Eriksson et al., 2010). The role of emotion is not always apparent 
due to the overlap between emotional and practical reasoning, with drivers 
citing practical reasons for choosing cars and constructing a narrative around 
time pressures or convenience to justify otherwise illogical and impractical 
behaviour (Van Exel & Rietveld, 2009). Once the decision to drive has been 
made it tends to stick, regardless of logic or whether it matches the person’s 
values (Anable, 2005; Van Exel & Rietveld, 2009). A sound strategy to reduce 
driving must look beyond the nominated factors that go into travel decisions 
and address both the practical and emotional factors involved (Marshall & 
Banister, 2000; Graham-Rowe et al., 2011). 
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Which car users are we addressing?

There are already car users willing to drive less for personal and environmental 
benefits. It is effective to specifically target this segment of the population, 
sometimes described as ‘aspiring environmentalists’ (Anable, 2005) or ‘aspiring 
green travellers’, people who drive but wish they didn’t (Prillwitz & Barr, 2011). 
‘Malcontented motorists’ are similar – they feel driving is their best option but 
are open to change (Anable, 2005). These groups can be guided to change their 
behaviours (Taylor & Ampt, 2003; Tranter & May, 2005; Beirao and Carbal, 2007; 
Brog et al., 2009; Graham-Rowe et al., 2011). Defined as attitudinal segments, 
the sizes of the groups vary, being estimated at 48% together in Anable (2005). 
43% of respondents in a Belconnen travel behaviour program were interested 
in reducing their car use, indicating a similar level of opportunity in Canberra 
(Office of the Commissioner for Sustainability and the Environment, 2008). 
Focusing policy efforts where the existing attitudes are open to change is the 
most efficient way to reduce car use in a city.

‘Aspiring environmentalists’ and ‘malcontented motorists’ currently drive 
because they feel unable to give it up (Anable, 2005). They are willing to change 
their behaviour, but perceive a barrier to doing so. For some, their circumstances 
make driving the most practical option. In other cases, there is a misperception 
of the relative costs and benefits of cars and/or public transport and active 
transport (cycling and walking) (Ashton-Graham, C., 2008; Van Exel and 
Rietveld, 2009). For many drivers, continued car use is a result of practical and 
emotional factors, so driving needs to both become less practical and become 
seen to be less practical in order to affect the most people (Collins & Chambers, 
2005; Ashton-Graham, 2008; Brog et al., 2009). 

No silver bullets

Driving in Canberra needs to lose its dominating appeal. Achieving this is 
possible by making driving directly less attractive (through ‘push’ measures) 
and by improving the alternatives (‘pull’ measures). The options outlined in 
this article have proven effective elsewhere (Ashton-Graham, 2008; Australian 
Greenhouse Office, 2006; Krizek et al., 2009; Santos et al., 2010) and would be 
appropriate for Canberra. 

The intention of this article is not to identify any single best policy. People’s 
transport decisions and needs are complex, and travel is a process shaped by 
many factors, including the layout of a city, the locations of home, childcare, 
schools, work and study, the landscape and transport systems around us, and 
our own feelings and attitudes towards travel (Cools et al., 2009). Delivering 
socially and environmentally sound transport to a city is a problem with no 
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silver bullet solution (Krizek et al., 2009). A sensitive, successful transport 
policy has many benefits in all the areas of life that transport touches – health, 
equality of access, social streets, and global climate change. The complexity of 
our transport systems necessitates a multi-pronged response. As a result, the 
policy measures examined here are not intended as options off a menu, but as 
components of a holistic transport policy best enacted simultaneously and with 
attention to context. 

Push measures: The stick

Parking

The most obvious way to ‘push’ people away from cars is to make it more 
expensive. Driving has many expenses which could be increased, but fixed 
costs like registration and vehicle stamp duties are less ‘visible’ to consumers 
and are usually ignored in everyday cost calculations (Tranter & May, 2005). 
Fuel prices have little impact on car use (Eriksson et al., 2010), and a fuel tax 
cannot target drivers by destination, affecting rural trips as much as urban ones, 
despite their different access to alternative travel modes. Parking prices are an 
excellent candidate for pricing signalling (Beirao & Carbal, 2007), particularly 
since Canberra currently has such low prices and the government spends 
a considerable amount constructing and maintaining public parking (ACT 
Government, 2011). As an ongoing cost, parking charges are frequently noted 
by drivers. Parking costs, like congestion charging road tolls (which are rarer 
and seem less likely in Canberra), can specifically target people driving to town 
centres which are well serviced by public transport and walking paths, making 
a clear link between daily out-of-pocket cost and the alternative travel choices 
available. 

Road space

The convenience and speed of the car makes it the most attractive option in 
Canberra (Office of the Commissioner for Sustainability and the Environment, 
2008). Reducing convenience and speed affects the practicality of the car. The 
relative time advantage of driving is a strong influence, with the majority of 
drivers willing to consider PT if it’s faster than a car (Collins & Chambers, 2005). 
Converting road lanes to cycle lanes or exclusive bus lanes sends a clear signal 
regarding which modes can enjoy low traffic and reduces road space for cars, 
but Canberra has very little congestion at present to make driving off-putting 
(ACT Government, 2011). Given Canberra’s projected population growth (ACT 
Planning and Land Authority, 2007) and trend for increased car use (Mees et 
al., 2008), the simple act of not continually expanding the road capacity could 
eventually increase congestion and discourage peak hour driving, as well as 
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freeing up for funds for use on PT and active transport infrastructure (Pedal 
Power ACT, 2011). Reducing the per capita allowance of road space may cancel 
out the positive feedback effect of getting drivers off the road; instead of making 
the road therefore more attractive to remaining drivers, the extra road space will 
continue to shrink as the population grows.

Pull measures: The carrot

Push measures are unpopular with drivers, hence the relatively unobtrusive 
push policies suggested. Pull measures are preferred, as they are seen as non-
invasive and respectful of individual choice (Stradline et al., 2000; Loukopoulos 
et al., 2005), and so can be more widely and openly promoted as part of 
Canberra’s sustainable transport effort.

Public transport

The most practical and central ‘pull’ measure would be to improve public 
transport. Without a quality PT system to switch to, pushing people out of cars 
is a pointless exercise (Collins & Chambers, 2005). At present, Canberra’s PT 
usage is lower than the national level, at 8.8% of work trips, contrasting with 
around 14% in Melbourne and Brisbane (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2009; 
Mees, 2009). Canberra is widely known as a car-dependent city with poor public 
transport (Office of the Commissioner for Sustainability and the Environment, 
2008; Mees et al., 2008). 

There is no one definition of an attractive, high quality PT service, but a few 
basic principles have emerged. PT must be affordable, frequent and close, 
achieving low walk and wait times (see Table 1). 

Table 1: Canberra’s current PT system does not meet the basic criteria to 
attract drivers
PT criteria Does Canberra 

have it?

Affordable Yes

Close to home Yes

Frequent No

Patronage will increase significantly if a service comes at a frequency of 15 
minutes or greater all day (Walker, 2009), routes should be direct rather than 
meandering and the vehicles and waiting areas should be pleasant, safe and 
comfortable (Beirao & Carbal, 2007).  There is a constant trade-off between 
making services affordable, frequent, widely available and close to homes, 
with Canberra’s bus network currently reaching many places at low prices, but 
infrequently (Walker, 2008; e.g. see Action, 2010a; Action, 2010b). The resulting 
low patronage means that the system requires an 80% subsidy (Territory and 
Municipal Services, 2011).
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Calls for better PT in the ACT are frequent and often pessimistic, particularly 
due to the belief that Canberra’s physical layout restricts its ability to provide 
a good PT system (Joint Standing Committee on the National Capital and 
External Territories, 2008), but quality transport is not impossible. Canberra 
actually has a higher population density than Brisbane, but Brisbane outshines 
Canberra’s 8.8% PT use at 13.8% (Mees, 2009; Australian Bureau of Statistics, 
2011).  These figures, alongside an account of Canberra’s history of quality, low 
subsidy PT ($39 million in 1984; $98 million in 2001 - Mees, 2011), indicate that 
the obstacles to good PT are not physical or financial, but rather stem from a 
lack of evidence-based policy. 

Active travel

Active travel – cycling and walking – currently plays a minor recreational role 
in Canberra, despite being a big part of the city’s original design (Manning, 
1984). Active travel rates are slightly higher in Canberra than other capital cities 
(Office of the Commissioner for Sustainability and the Environment, 2008), but 
this is partly because the PT is of such poor quality (Mees et al., 2008). Active 
travel makes up 6.2% of commutes in Canberra. European cities achieve active 
travel rates above 30% and sometimes as high as 45%. In light of this, Canberra 
can do much better (Bassett et al., 2011).

While a consensus is developing on the need to provide quality infrastructure 
for active travel, exactly what key features a street or suburb needs to attract 
walkers and cyclists remains unclear (Krizek et al., 2009). A major literature 
review for Victoria’s Department of Transport concluded that locally sensitive 
community design, quality sidewalks and perceived safety were among the most 
important factors (Krizek et al., 2009). More importantly, it found that the high 
variability in local needs and urban layouts demands holistic, sensitive policy 
approaches, with no one ‘silver bullet’ able to increase active travel (Krizek et al., 
2009). In Canberra’s case, the pedestrian environment is widely considered to be 
pleasant but improvable, with desired changes varying widely across localities 
(Wedderburn, 2011). The cycling network is extensive, but more can be done, 
particularly integrating cycling into public transport and providing end-of-
trip facilities (parking, showers etc) (Wardman et al., 2007). Advocacy groups 
continue to report dissatisfaction with the infrastructure (Women’s Centre for 
Health Matters, 2011; Pedal Power, undated), disputing the boast of Canberra 
having “one of the most extensive walking and cycling networks in Australia” 
(ACT Government, 2011: 37; Canberra Pedestrian Forum, 2011). Active travel 
will require both more funding and more detailed policy attention in order to 
become a more popular travel mode (Mees et al., 2008).

Behaviour change programs

Infrastructure improvements are important, but cannot by themselves cause 
significant behaviour change. However good the non-car transport options 
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are, drivers tend to underestimate their quality and feel unable to stop driving 
(Ashton-Graham, 2008). Getting drivers to reconsider other transport options 
and discover their true quality can be done using travel change behaviour 
programs, most commonly known in Australia as TravelSmart.

TravelSmart programs are an entirely voluntary way of getting drivers out 
of cars. Willing households sign up to receive information about their travel 
options and are supported to try out alternative travel modes for a few weeks. 
The finer points of methodology and evaluation are still under debate (Australian 
Greenhouse Office, 2006), but TravelSmart programs have consistently shown 
reductions in vehicle kilometres travelled (VKT) that persist for at least 5 years 
(Australian Greenhouse Office, 2006; Ashton-Graham, 2008; Brog et al., 2009). 
VKT reduction varies depending on circumstances; it can be as low as 7% or as 
high as 17%, with far greater results when delivered alongside PT improvements 
(Ashton-Graham, 2008). By changing household habits, these programs improve 
population health and reduce road use, creating savings for governments with 
a $30 return for every $1 invested (Ker I, 2002, cited in Ashton-Graham, 2008). 
TravelSmart also achieves carbon abatement at $40 per tonne over 5 years, 
dropping as low as $20 if the changes endure a full decade as they are predicted 
to do (Ashton-Graham, 2008). Though a relatively new addition to the policy 
options, TravelSmart has become a “legitimate and cost effective part of the 
solution to climate change” (Ashton-Graham, 2008: 14) by helping willing 
drivers out of their cars. TravelSmart can play an important role in Canberra as 
the government tries to shift the population away from car-centred travel habits. 

Part 2: How does Canberra compare?

Applications in Canberra: Fertile ground

The ACT Government released the draft Transport for Canberra: Transport for a 
sustainable city 2011–2031 in late 2011. It outlines the government’s intentions 
and vision for a city with a sustainable transport system that services everyone’s 
needs. It feeds into Canberra’s Weathering the Change Action Plan 2 with the 
twin goals of “reducing our travel by private passenger car… and making our 
vehicles less emissions intensive” (ACT Government, 2011:6). Canberra wants 
to “encourage more people to choose sustainable transport” (ACT Government, 
2011: iii) over cars. The ACT Government clearly aims to make driving a less 
attractive option for its citizens. The following section examines whether 
Transport for Canberra makes use of the key strategies outlined above to achieve 
reduced car use. 
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Following the evidence

In the areas of managing travel demand through parking costs and promoting 
active travel, the Transport for Canberra draft is utilising the best available 
information to form sound principles and strategies, although the level of 
commitment is generally either unstated or minimal.

The ACT Government’s parking plan is based on sound evidence of a good way 
to manage travel demand. Though not particularly detailed, the plan includes 
pricing and supplying parking in a way that will reduce parking demand and 
‘discourage private vehicle travel’ (ACT Government, 2011: 52), with plans to 
reduce the number of spaces in town centres (ACT Government, 2011). While 
the government’s decision to control most of the supply non-commercially has 
been criticised (Planning Institute Australia, 2011), the government’s overall 
intention of reducing the parking supply and increasing the price follows one 
of the most commonly recommended ways to promote sustainable transport (see 
Beirao and Carbal, 2007; Van Exel and Rietveld, 2009; Krizek et al., 2009).

Transport for Canberra does a fair job of capturing the underlying principles of 
supporting active travel, including multi-modal trip integration (being able to 
ride or walk as part of a bus trip), quality infrastructure and perceived safety 
as key concerns (Krizek et al., 2009; ACT Government, 2011). Overall, the 
plans fit well with the recommendations from local travel groups, with a lack 
of ambition and clarity being their key concern (Canberra Pedestrian Forum, 
2011; Pedal Power, 2011). The improvements laid out in Transport for Canberra 
fall far short of those recommended in a recent active travel feasibility study 
for Canberra, including TravelSmart programs and widespread cycling training, 
and end-of-trip facilities at all major workplaces (Sinclair Knight Merz, 2009). 
It is worth taking local active travel groups seriously, as they can provide local 
and detailed feedback on infrastructure policy. They also have a potential role 
in supporting the government by promoting sustainable travel over car use 
(Santos et al., 2010). Despite the sound principles established regarding active 
travel, the government could do a lot more in terms of specific commitments (see 
Pedal Power, 2011) and funding, having spent $17.11 per household on cycling 
last year in contrast with Brisbane’s $66.70 per household per annum (Cardno 
Eppell Olsen, 2011).

Time to think again: Following some evidence

The methods outlined in the Transport for Canberra report regarding PT 
improvement and sustainable travel promotion are not based on the best available 
evidence, and have been widely criticised (see Bresnan, 2011; Mees, 2011; Pedal 
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Power ACT, 2011). While the best ways to improve PT and promote its use may 
remain under debate, it is not clear that the ACT Government is thoroughly 
following any evidence-based theory on delivering effective public transport.

Improving public transport is a major component of Transport for Canberra. 
The intended increases in service are a fitting part of any sustainable transport 
plan, but it is not clear whether the locations of the increased services will 
effectively attract car users or serve the general population. The frequent 
services (every 15 minutes or better) have been located based on a ‘build it and 
they will come’ model where the transport system attempts to pressure people 
into relocating: “the key message is ‘for access to fast, frequent and reliable 
public transport services, locate on the Frequent Network’” (ACT Government, 
2011:14; Walker, 2008). That means that for as long as it takes for Canberra’s 
population distribution to change, many people will continue to live far from 
any frequent services, in a transport plan that is “looking forward to 2050” 
(Pers. comm., 2012b) to the detriment of current needs. 

There are only two frequent network services (local and rapid) planned south 
of the Woden town centre in 2031, contrasting with four in the inner north 
(three of them servicing only that local area) (ACT Government, 2011). Given 
that the inner north houses 13% of Canberra’s population, while Woden 
and Tuggeranong combine to house 35%, it is clear that this is not based on 
serving the most people. It doesn’t even serve the most densely populated areas. 
Belconnen, Tuggeranong and Gungahlin all boast population densities at least 
double that of the Inner North (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2011), yet have 
few or no frequent local routes planned through their suburban areas for the 
next two decades (ACT Government, 2011). 

Evidence by transport experts such as Dr Paul Mees shows that Canberra used 
to have high quality transport at a lower subsidy cost simply by coordinating 
timetables and prioritising local routes, something the ACT Greens continue 
to recommend (Bresnan, 2011; Mees, 2011). These methods gave Canberra a 
PT system on par with Melbourne’s for per capita usage in previous decades 
(Mees, 2011); highlighting the fact that Canberra’s physical landscape is not 
the insurmountable obstacle it is commonly believed it to be (Joint Standing 
Committee on the National Capital and External Territories, 2008). The 
departmental reshuffle that accompanied ACT Government disrupted these 
improvements, with the National Capital Development Commissions (NCDC) 
upholding an emphasis on cars while ACTION , Canberra’s bus service, lost 
support from the reorganised Department of Territories. The bus service’s 
subsequent fall from grace was a result of funding and policy priorities, not an 
inevitable outcome in the context of Canberra (Mees, 2011).
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Determining the optimal PT system is clearly a complex task, but the frequent 
service network proposed in Transport for Canberra is not an effective way to 
service the existing population or even the most densely settled parts of the city. 
While committing to key trunk routes along the major roads does encourage 
future settlement and investment (Hass-Klau et al., 2000; Walker, 2008), this 
could be done alongside an increased, better distributed spread of frequent 
local services that will both make buses more competitive alongside cars and 
reduce the need to own a car in order to access frequent services via “park 
and ride”, which in the present plan will become the experience for most of 
southern Canberra. At present, it appears that the ACT Government is pursuing 
a PT policy that will fail to attract car users in large parts of the city. 

It is well established that behaviour change programs can be the final piece to 
the puzzle of making driving less attractive. TravelSmart programs have had 
success across Australia, including a pilot study in Belconnen in 2007 (Australian 
Greenhouse Office, 2006; Office of the Commissioner for Sustainability and 
the Environment, 2008). The pilot program was considered a success, noted 
in Transport for Canberra for reducing VKT 13% (ACT Government, 2011). In 
light of this, it is unclear why the government has no intention of repeating the 
household-based program that has proven most successful, instead supporting 
work-place and school-based programs that are far more variable in their success 
rates (Australian Greenhouse Office, 2006). The Australian Greenhouse Office 
has declared Australia ready for large-scale household programs, while noting 
that both workplace and school programs are in need of further study, being 
unreliable due to lack of control by the program office and high variability in 
implementation methods (ibid). Focusing on the more consistent household-
based TravelSmart programs will more effectively shift people away from driving, 
particularly as the decision to drive is frequently impacted by the behaviours 
and situation of the whole household (Brog et al., 2009). The school and 
workplace focus may be a strategy to find funding, since the Health Department 
is paying for the school programs and workplaces often pick up some costs 
(ACT Health, undated), but the savings are not worthwhile if the programs are 
ineffective. It is important to take a holistic view when allocating TravelSmart 
funding, as a successful household-based program can save the government 
money in road maintenance, health, and road accident compensation (Office of 
the Commissioner for Sustainability and the Environment, 2008).

Flying in the face of the evidence

The plan to expand Canberra’s road network has no place in an evidence-based, 
holistic attempt to make transport more sustainable. From its low starting 
point, Canberra is facing increasing congestion over the next few decades (ACT 
Government, 2011). This can be viewed as either a problem or an opportunity. 
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Congestion causes pollution and increased emissions from vehicles, but also 
slows private car travel time, making other modes more competitive (Van 
Exel and Rietveld, 2009). Managing congestion with traffic-light timing and 
travel advice programs can have positive effects, but in the end road capacity 
is the ultimate driver. The first priority for the ACT road network is stated 
as “completing key road infrastructure, improving capacity and maintaining 
our road assets” (ACT Government, 2011: 41). ‘Completing’ and ‘improving’ 
Canberra’s already extensive road network will never ultimately solve our 
potential congestion problem. Governments the world over have discovered 
that you can’t build your way out of the traffic; more roads simply attract more 
drivers at exactly the wrong time through ‘induced demand’ (Manning, 1984; 
Hutchinson, 2011). It’s also an expensive option, and not what the public wants. 
Transport for Canberra opens with the finding that residents want around 20% 
of funds spent on maintaining our road network, with the rest used to improve 
our public and active transport facilities. Only five pages later, the government 
reports having spent around $380 million on active and public transport, and 
over $700 million on the road network this past decade, an extreme inverse of 
the public’s stated preference (ACT Government, 2011: 7-12; Bresnan, 2011). 
People may not welcome drastic cuts in road spending to the extent indicated in 
the survey, but this is an opportunity to reconsider the ACT’s funding priorities. 
Continuing to upgrade Canberra’s already high quality road network will be an 
expensive way of perpetuating a reinforcing feedback cycle between the supply 
and demand of road space for private cars, undermining the government’s 
efforts to make alternative modes more attractive and competitive (Mees et al., 
2008; Pedal Power ACT, 2011). 

Near enough is not good enough: Missed 
opportunities

While the ACT Government has good transport policy in some areas, Transport 
for Canberra is not holistic transport policy, and an opportunity to shift social 
norms has been missed. Not only do travel policies work far better when enacted 
as a complementary, holistic set (Marshall & Banister, 2000; Ashton-Graham, 
2008; Eriksson et al., 2010; Graham-Rowe et al., 2011), but rolling out the full 
set of policies at once creates the opportunity to have a public conversation 
about the many benefits of sustainable transport and raise environmental 
awareness. This has the potential to change the accepted social norms on car 
use, reaching out to those who have neutral attitudes – ‘malcontented motorists’ 
and ‘complacent car addicts’, and marginalising ‘die-hard drivers’ – those who 
refuse to consider other travel modes (Anable, 2005). This change of attitudes is 
another key element in the long-run effort to promote sustainable travel (Tribbia, 
2007). The need to approach car-reduction policies from multiple angles is now 
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well understood, with studies on active travel addressing parking pricing 
and TravelSmart programs (Krizek et al., 2009; Sinclair Knight Merz, 2009), 
TravelSmart literature commenting on PT improvements (Marshall & Banister, 
2000; Brog et al., 2009), and studies of reducing car use returning repeatedly to 
the principle of holistic transport policy (Graham-Rowe et al., 2011). Canberra 
has ignored this bigger picture in forming transport policy.

Areas for future study

Looking beyond good policy choices, a related area for study could be the issues 
that hinder their implementation. The ACT Government has struggled to deliver 
good transport policy, and continues to struggle, indicating that barriers must 
exist. It’s not clear exactly where the buck stops on transport policy in Canberra 
– is it politicians, Treasury, ACTION? The relationship between political and 
bureaucratic barriers is complex and depends on perspective (Pers. comm., 
2012a), with no clear way of moving forward. The multiple organisations and 
jurisdictions involved further complicate things, particularly the continued role 
of the National Capital Authority in the parliamentary triangle (Joint Standing 
Committee on the National Capital and External Territories, 2008). Add to this 
the possibility that reducing car use, while good for society, will make for 
unpopular policy facing opposition from car users and the way forward looks 
challenging indeed. Teasing out the political and bureaucratic issues to discover 
the best levers for change could be a fruitful area for future research.

Conclusion

Reducing car use is possible, but requires a holistic approach that is lacking in 
Canberra. Making the car experience less palatable and less popular in Canberra 
requires an understanding of the forces that influence people’s transport 
decisions, and a willingness to address each of those forces through a holistic 
policy approach. Both push and pull measures are needed, with parking and road 
supply standing out as effective push measures, and good PT and active travel 
facilities as essential pull measures, all facilitated by the final step of getting 
drivers to rethink their habits through a behaviour change program. Success 
has benefits from the local to the global scale, including improved population 
health and social welfare. Canberra will miss out on potential benefits because 
the ACT Government is not effectively using key parts of good transport policy, 
most problematically road supply and evidence-based PT and behaviour change 
programs. Their approach remains piecemeal, with an admirable goal for reducing 
driving in Canberra but an inconsistent policy mix. Given the interdependent 
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nature of the policy areas around car use and sustainable transport, it can be 
expected that this patchy attempt at making cars less attractive in Canberra will 
fall far short of the city’s potential to shed its car dependence.
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