Car dependencein Australian cities: a discussion of

causes, environmental impact and possible solutions.

KIERON AMPHLETT

Abstract

This essay investigates why Australia’s five majibies have become so dependent on the
automobile. The essay also discusses the impaetrafependence on the environment and
suggests possible solutions to the problem. Chalagadan planning following the post-
war long boom period of the 1950s and 1960s reguttenajor restructuring in the retalil
and manufacturing industries. The combination eéhchanges with the economic boom
led to Australian cities becoming among the mostdegpendent in the world. This
dependence on cars creates a multitude of envinotatneoncerns and calls for improved
public transport options, modification to urbarustural planning and a return to ‘soft’
modes of transport.
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Introduction

The latter half of the twentieth century saw Au&ita major cities develop an extreme
reliance on the automobile, placing them amongnbst car dependent in the world. The
rapid rise in automobile ownership and consequewctite of public transport since the
Second World War are two factors that have playewgr role in influencing the shape of
Australian cities and determining urban structaréhie extent that for most people a car is

essential. With depleting oil resources, increasgdreness of pollution and climate change
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coupled with growing city sprawl, the need to lesseitomobile dependence has become
more and more apparent. This essay will examine duseholds in Australian cities have
become so dependent on the automobile, the consesgi@ has to the environment and

what can be done to address these problems.

Factors contributing to high car-dependence

The post-war period from 1947 to 1971, known asltreg boom’, saw a rapid increase in
automobile ownership by households in Australiatiesi Mass-production technology
pioneered by American car manufacturer Henry Foetlencar ownership — formerly a
luxury — affordable (Forster 2004, p. 18). Coupleith the removal of wartime petrol
rationing and a booming economy approaching fullpleyment, the levels of car
ownership rose from 100 cars per 1000 persons #b 16 almost 500 cars per 1000
persons by the early seventies (Forster 2004, yp.Alistralian cities remain very high car
users compared to other cities around the worldsaednd only to some in the US. The use
of cars in Australia is 31 per cent higher thandpean cities and 77 per cent higher than
Asian cities Parbo 1997, p. 81).

With cars easily affordable during the post-wariqubr people enjoyed the freedom and
flexibility to travel without being reliant on tnas. The importance of city rail systems also
diminished thanks to truck transportation and iasmegly improved inter-state road
systems which meant manufacturing was no longendbday rail networks. Consequently

many changes in urban development patterns bedgakedglace (Fig. 1-B).
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Figure 1 Transport technology and eras of urban form
(Source: Forster 2004, p.20)

The former star-shaped city, defined by a rail exysthat typically branched out from the
city centre (see Figure 1-A), changed into a maeedtralised sprawl due to accessibility
made possible by the automobile (Forster 2004 8jp. Amenities no longer needed to be
located close to railways and so the gaps betweefirtes began to fill as shown in Figure
1-B.

As the automobile became the preferred means ofpmt during the long-boom, the

public transit system declined, initially in usaged then later in the quality of the service
owing to decreased fare revenue generated to nmaiitdForster 2004, p. 18). Public

transport in Australia’s major cities soon becanmdated and inefficient, making it an

increasingly less desirable transport option anightening people’s dependence on the
automobile (Forster 2004, p. 18).

The introduction of the private passenger car ishges the greatest facilitator of
suburbanisation (Abu-Lughod 1991, p. 128). An eadyse of suburban sprawl, however,
was manufacturing industry, which typically reqdidarge sites to cater for modern single
level plants. These were not available in the iromgr Industry relocated to the cities’
outer fringes, where interstate highways facildateuck transportation (Forster 2004, p.

18). Workers moved closer to their jobs and retgiliollowed. With the freedom of car



travel, people no longer relied on the local shopdb their grocery shopping. The

economic and manufacturing boom led to most hoddehamwning refrigerators and so

larger, less frequent purchases could be made aoplg@were prepared to travel longer
distances to shop at large shopping complexes wirares were cheaper (Mees 2000, p.
33). Urban planners with little insight into futuproblems of automobile dependence
located major facilities such as schools, hospisad universities in the outer-fringes of
Australian cities with little or no access by pehifansport making automobile ownership
not only attractive but essential (Forster 2004L§). The sprawling suburbanised city with

insufficient public transport heightened the neadprivate automobile use.

The suburbanisation of employment has had a majgract on car dependence in
Australian cities (Forster 2004). Where a simplenowte to the city centre via public
transport used to be the norm, employment is nattexed throughout cities’ metropolitan
regions. It may at first seem a reasonable andieffi option to locate jobs around suburbs
near residential areas. However, workers do na¢ssily live in the same part of suburbs
as their place of employment (Forster 2004, p. BBusing affordability often determines
where people live, leaving many home owners anderesmo opportunity to consider
proximity to the workplace. A study by the Victani®epartment of Labour predicts that
by 2031, Melbourne’s fringe will house 40 per cehthe city’'s workforce but supply only
10 per cent of its jobs (Newman, Kenworthy and Nant995, p. 60). Inter-suburban travel,

which public transport rarely provides, is increagy required.

The extent of dependence Australians place onutwrebile in its five major cities can be
seen in Table 1 which shows the mode of transmortréivel to work. Recently released
2006 census data reveal that there has been addéigrease in car use with public transport
and walking or cycling to work up marginally in ntasties; however, the percentage of
workers who drive their private cars to work idlstkceptionally high across the board

with between 58.1 per cent in Sydney to 72.2 pet iceAdelaide.



Table 1 Mode of travel to work in major cities, 1991 — 2006 (per cent)

Employed persons stating mode of travel

Sydney Melbourne Brisbane Perth Adelaide

1991 1996 2001 2006 (1991 1996 2001 2006 |1991 1996 2001 2006 (1991 1996 2001 2006 (1991 1996 2001 2006
Car driver only 58.0 60.1 588 581 678 70.7 705 67.5 |44 670 668 649 [71.7 731 731 703 [689 733 735 722
Car passenger only (7.6 7.2 6.3 5.7 7.6 6.8 5.9 5.2 8.9 8.4 7.6 6.9 8.1 7.6 6.6 6.6 8.8 7.7 6.8 6.4
Public transport only 149 143 147 143 9.1 8.0 8.4 9.0 10.2 9.1 9.0 9.8 7.0 5.8 5.5 6.7 8.6 7.0 6.8 7.8
Walk or cycle only  |5.6 4.8 4.9 5.2 4.6 3.8 3.7 4.6 4.8 4.0 3.9 4.4 3.8 3.1 3.2 3.6 4.9 3.7 3.6 4.5
Two or more modes (7.5 6.9 7.5 9.6 5.1 4.4 4.6 7.5 4.2 3.6 4.1 6.0 2.7 3.4 4.2 5.8 2.9 2.3 2.8 3.1
Other 2.2 23 3.1 2.8 1.7 1.8 2.4 2.2 3.0 3.0 3.7 3.6 2.4 23 2.7 3.0 2.3 21 24 2.6
Worked at home 4.2 4.5 4.6 4.2 4.2 4.5 4.5 4.1 4.5 4.9 4.9 4.4 4.3 4.7 4.7 4.0 3.5 3.9 4.0 3.5

[Total 100 100 100 100 (100 100 100 100 (100 100 100 100 |100 100 100 100 100 100 100

100

Source Forster (2004, p.67nd ABS 2006 Census, Basic Community Profiles.

Not only has it become more-or-less essential to awar in modern Australian cities due
to urban structure and lack of alternative transpbis also apparent that people view car
ownership with a great deal of pride, seeing iaasexpression of image, independence,
mobility and sexual opportunity (Mees 2000, p. 45ften the car is viewed as an extension
of a person’s personality and the attractivenesdriefng at speed and being in complete
control of one’s destination is so strong that natter how dire the environmental
consequence of private travel, people are ineyitgbing to want to own their own cars
(Davison 2004, p. 48). A survey conducted in th8QK9showed that only 5 per cent of
Australians were willing to curb their driving h&biin order to protect the environment
(Forster 2004, p. 184).

Impacts on our cities

It has been established that households in Aussathajor cities are very dependent on
automobiles for a variety of reasons mentionecbrtter to address the issue of combating
the problems caused by car-dependence it is fasegsary to understand the many social
and environmental impacts that cars have on citiesmarily, the impact of automobile
dependent cities is felt on a global scale throtinghdepletion of the world’s oil reserves at

a time of increasing demand for the resource.uin, tthe most concerning issue at present




are the contributions of car use to climate chafignworthy and Laube 1996, p. 280).
Greenhouse gas emissions from automobiles are ar maitributor to global warming,
with Australia’s vehicle fleet being the nation'shgle greatest source of atmospheric
pollutants Parbo 1997, p. 9).

On a city-based local level, automobile dependdma® led to increased urban sprawl
resulting in the destruction of prime farming lasad natural landscapes (Kenworthy and
Laube 1996, p. 280). Photochemical smog from chaests threatens the health of all city
dwellers. Sadly, this is particularly true for tkosho choose to walk or to use a bicycle.
Automobiles are also responsible for many trafficident fatalities. Renner (1988, p. 46)
shows that in 1985, approximately 200,000 peoptel @ind millions more were injured in
car accidents worldwide. Too many cars leads t&ipgrdifficulties and traffic congestion
and can also restrict the ability of children tavil safely to schools and other amenities
without parental supervision (Mees 2000, p. 16)ve@i the wide range of problems
associated with car-dominated cities it is obvithat a transformation of Australia’s urban

travel habits is required.

One of the more obvious and important ways to rediar dependence in Australian cities
is to promote the only genuinely sustainable ‘s@fhsport’ modes of walking and cycling.

They cause almost no pollution, use no oil andagpesitive contributor to personal health
and community well-being (Mees 2000, p.19). Attentineeds to focus on safe and
attractive environments for cyclists and pedessrigirough wide-area traffic calming

schemes and through the provision of cycling faedi such as cycle ways, carriage of
bikes on transit and secure bike parking (Kenwoghg Laube 1996, p. 301). TravelSmart
is a federal government funded program operatirglistates and territories that promotes
environmentally friendly forms of transport. It pides information on cycle routes,

strategies for organising employer provided bikeet$ for work commuting and many

other suggestions for reducing car use (TravelSAstralia 2007).



Possible solutions

If car dependence is going to be significantly tlia large proportion of car drivers will
need to shift to using public transport. When fullylized, public transportation systems
are considerably more energy efficient, less polutand can provide an enormous
reduction in traffic congestion (Renner 1988, p).49 authorities are going to attract
commuters back to public transit the systems vaiadto be faster, safer and more regular,
operate between inter-urban areas, be affordallevank efficiently in cooperation within
the different modes of travel (bus, train, ferric.e(Kenworthy and Laube 1999, p. 701).
There has been an attempt in most of Australia’fomaties to increase transit use by
improving services; Sydney introduced a new innr-tight rail, Melbourne upgraded
some of its tram fleet and Adelaide has set targetsicrease the percentage of public
transport from 5 percent to 10 percent by 2018 gfeor2004, pp. 183-184). Perth is an
example of a city that has made improvements taitservice and increased patronage by
providing large car parking areas close to ratiats which encourage commuters to drive
short distances, leave their cars and travel miofteoway to work by train (Forster 2004,
p. 67).

Many Australian urbanists argue that the key taicety car dependence is to follow the
European example of creating high-density citied mducing urban sprawl (Mees 2000,
p.35). Newman and Kenworthy (1989) have been pgskiis argument for decades,
arguing that higher density cities will lower avgearip distances, improve public transport
by increasing patronage and allow for higher rafesalking and cycling due to closer and
more centralised amenities (Newman and Kenwortt8919. 132). Newman, Kenworthy
and Vintila (1995, pp. 51-55) draw attention to #weample of Stockholm which has
successfully reshaped itself over a 50 year peiodoecome a high-density, multi-centred

metropolis with an excellent rail system and vétiel dependence on the automobile.

Others oppose the proposition that Australian itshould be modelled on European
trends, arguing that low-density living suits thejamity of urban Australians and that high-
density creates many additional environmental corsceTony Recsei, president of Save
Our Suburbs NSW, is fearful of this new urban pigghhigher population densities stating



that the spacious nature of Australia’s urban aiseabe reason for its beauty and high
standards of living, and he refutes that highersdgriving would be effective in reducing
car dependence (Recsei 2005, pp. 68-69).

One initiative, although it may raise equity-rethigroblems, is to set pricing mechanisms
that curb car ownership and use. High registratéms, parking costs, tolls and fuel taxes
provide an incentive to find alternative meansrat¢l but the concern is that only the rich
will be able to afford to drive (Cervero 1992, @)3It causes even greater concern when
considering the fact that many of the more finalhcidisadvantaged rely on the automobile
due to being forced to live in the outer-fringeaitfes where there is little or no access to

public transport (Newman, Kenworthy and Vintila 599. 61).

An important measure in minimising the environmeéeféects of car-dominated cities has
been the effort taken since the 1980s to increasé dfficiency through new vehicle
technologies and by developing cleaner, less podutuels (Parbo 1997, p. 108). Great
reductions in photochemical smog as well as minigiglepleting oil resources can be
achieved through these processes (Renner 1988).pERctric and gas powered vehicles
have also played a role in reducing environmeraatage although do not provide the long
term solution unless electricity is generated fromnewable sources. EXxciting
developments in hydro and solar powered vehicleg on@ day see many of the problems
associated with car dependent cities non-existerar(ovskii, Dincer and Rosen, 2006, p.
411).

Conclusion

The long boom post-war period in Australia saw mahgnges to retail, manufacturing,
public transport and urban development causingnagr cities to become sprawling and
suburbanised, resulting in them being among thet masdependent in the world. With
ever increasing awareness of our need to effegtregluce greenhouse gas emissions due
to the threat of climate change and the need tib dior use of depleting oil resources urban
travellers need to adapt to lifestyles that aresooheavily dependent on the private car. In

order to achieve this, authorities must provide emives for alternative travel,



improvements to public transport systems and créatastructure that supports soft

transport options.
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