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for transport” should provide more trams and trains, while less than 

8% wanted “more roads and tunnels”.

In response to the question, “The people responsible for trans-

port should…?”, the answers were (in rank order):

1 Provide more trams and trains.

2 Extend bike paths to the outer suburbs.

3 Create a pedestrian zone in the CBD.

4 Make Myki more user friendly.

5 Provide free Wi-Fi on public transport.

6 Invest in ferries on the river and the bay.

7 Bring back conductors.

8 Have charging points for cars, laptops and phones.

9 Realise the new Flinders Street Station design.

10 Build more roads and tunnels.

11 Ban bicycles from busy roads.

12 Increase fines for fare evaders.

In response to the question, “Our city can become super sustain-

able if we…?”, the most popular answer was, “Provide fast public 

transport to all suburbs”.
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I interviewed more than 200 traffic congestion professionals – policy 

makers, public servants, researchers, planners and engineers – about 

what they thought were the mistakes made in cutting traffic conges-

tion. According to these professionals, the seven most common mis-

takes that professionals, Mayors and City Leaders make when trying 

to cut traffic congestion are as follows. 

1. Our alternatives to the car are unattractive
Alternative options to travelling by car – walking, cycling, buses and 

trains – are considered inconvenient, unreliable and uncomfortable 

by the majority of people. 

There is a lack of viable and realistic alternatives to travelling by 

private car in most city suburbs and regional centres. Where there 

is public transport, in many cases it is inconvenient and inefficient, 

with the bus taking twice as long as travelling by car.

Alternative travel and transport options need to be attractive 

enough to get people out of their personal cars. Buses and trains 
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need to be convenient to use, frequent, dependable, coordinated 

and affordable. Walking and cycling infrastructure need to be safe, 

direct, convenient, connected and accessible.

The solution is to plan, build, operate and maintain a good 

public transport system and active transport network that’s fit for 

purpose, fit for future demands and demographics, and safe enough 

for everyone to use.

2. We underestimate the importance of vision 
and leadership
Cutting traffic congestion requires a clear vision and bold leader-

ship. 

Most cities don’t have a big-picture vision for radically trans-

forming urban transport, many have a lack of strong leadership, and 

few have a supportive governance structure in place. 

Many decision-makers are unwilling to change the status quo, 

are more “reactive” than “proactive” and are more focused on the 

“now” than the future. Furthermore, many priorities are focused 

on politically orientated agendas or special interests rather than the 

“right” solution.

Traffic congestion is a problem, needing combating, in almost 

all cities. We can easily reduce and eliminate traffic congestion with 

a clear plan of short- and long-term actions, courageous leadership 

and a willingness by decision-makers to modify their thinking and 

behaviours.

3. Our lives are created around the car
In recent decades we have created, managed and built everything 

in our lives around the car – our cities, our planning, our policies, 

our housing, our shopping and our lifestyles – while the media and 
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product publicists have successfully convinced us that our car is a 

sign of our status and our success. We have mistakenly created a 

car-based culture, a population of car-dependent people and a pas-

sionate love affair with this mode of personal transport.

Now and into the future we need to plan for moving people, not 

for moving cars.

The challenge right now – for City Leaders, governments and 

councils – is to change our perceptions, overcome ingrained attach-

ments, alter attitudes, adjust our habits and get us out of our cars.

4. We’re too rigid
Believe it or not, our rigidity and inflexibility – in many different 

areas – are preventing us all from cutting traffic congestion:

1 Our employment is geared towards rigid working patterns.

2 Many businesses don’t see the value in staggering start and 

finish times for employees.

3 Some government departments believe it’s easier to build a 

brand new motorway than to provide carpooling schemes.

4 Few corporations embrace new and emerging technologies.

5 Lots of people believe that if their colleagues are not seen, they 

are not working.

6 Few people are prepared to question our society’s entrenched 

habits.

If we are all willing to change our transport and working behaviours 

just once a week, or even once a month, we can all be part of cutting 

traffic congestion. Imagine how much less traffic there would be on 

our roads if we all worked at home just one day a month or used 

public transport once a week. 
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5. Our low-density land use
Australian cities, like many western cities, are characterised by peo-

ple’s desire to live in low-density, car-orientated residential housing 

in sprawling suburbs, far away from shops, services and centralised 

employment. The huge distances, and travel times, between homes 

and workplaces, schools, universities, hospitals, public transport 

and other facilities mean that most households are dependent on 

their numerous private cars for all of their daily trips.

We need a willingness to change existing land-use policies and 

the aptitude to integrate land use and transport planning to achieve 

new developments around transport infrastructure, densification 

and intensification of inner-city suburbs, dispersal of employment 

and decentralisation of services.

Creating medium-density, mixed-use community develop-

ments, with “local living” facilities, will shorten trip lengths and 

reduce travel times, and enable more people to walk, cycle, carpool, 

car share and use public transport.

6. Our car parking is cheap and easy
The mistake in many cities, towns and suburbs has been not remov-

ing, reducing or restricting the supply of private and public car 

parking.

Some people believe that car drivers, shops and businesses 

should all pay the true cost of parking, while some City Leaders are 

reluctant to upset the status quo by increasing hourly or daily car 

parking charges or reducing the number of parking spaces.

Typically in Australia there is a lack of pricing differentiation 

between travelling to the city using public transport and park-

ing a private vehicle in an inner-city car park. Many cities would 

have greater success in cutting traffic congestion if they introduced 
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financial car parking incentives for people who carpool or car share 

on a regular basis.

7. We fail to understand the causes of 
congestion
Unfortunately, many decision-makers have naive views and ideas 

about what causes urban traffic congestion. Add to this that all too 

frequently City Leaders try to fix traffic congestion without fully 

understanding the specific problems and issues in their city.

We live in a society where we believe that building more roads 

will reduce traffic congestion. We also tend not to consider our own 

actions, and collectively we are all creating traffic congestion and 

making our cities difficult and time-consuming places to live, work 

and play in.

Everyone – politicians, decision-makers and the general pub-

lic – could benefit from a better understanding about how road 

space, latent demand, traffic speeds and traffic volumes help and 

hinder our cities. We can’t solve the problem of traffic congestion 

with just one solution – for example, building a new road – but we 

can solve traffic congestion with a suite of infrastructure and non-

infrastructure measures.



OUR  
CITY LEADERS’  

SEVEN BIGGEST  
CHALLENGES  
IN CUTTING  

TRAFFIC  
CONGESTION

I interviewed Mayors and elected members about traffic congestion 

issues and challenges. My research revealed that our City Leaders’ 

seven biggest challenges in cutting traffic congestion are:

1. Providing good public transport
Our City Leaders believe providing alternative travel options to 

private motor vehicle use is the biggest challenge and that good 

public transport is an essential ingredient in reducing congestion. 

Large-scale public investment in public transit and real incentives to 

encourage men, women and children to use public transport were 

identified as two solutions.

2. Integrating transport and land use planning
City Leaders said the integration of transport and land use planning, 

as well as planning for the future, was a big challenge. Changing 

urban patterns so fewer people need to travel so far and increasing 

6



7

Jam Packed

residential developments along major transport corridors were sug-

gested as ideal solutions.

3. Restricting car use and car parking
Many Mayors said many of their residents believe they have a right 

to drive their car to work and to park near their workplace at no 

expense. Restricting car use and car parking – following cities such 

as Bogota, where people are only allowed to drive into the city 60% 

of the time (three weekdays per week) – was identified as a solution, 

in a long list of potential solutions.

4. Messaging that the car is the only desirable 
mode of transport
People in Australian cities, like most Western cities, have a love affair 

with their cars. Mayors and Councillors said their communities are 

given the message from media and advertising that the car is the 

only desirable mode of travel.

5. Building infrastructure for all modes of 
transport
We need to build appropriate and safe infrastructure for all modes 

and multiple modes of transport – especially walking and cycling 

– to encourage people to use other forms of transport and not just 

private vehicles. Many City Leaders said if a city is building a new 

road they should also build bus infrastructure, a cycleway and good 

pedestrian facilities.
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6. Getting businesses to stagger working 
hours
Another challenge identified by our leaders is the need to encour-

age businesses to see the value of staggered working hours, working 

from home and flexible working patterns for employees, thereby 

reducing peak-hour demand on road and transport networks.

7. Convenience of the car
A huge challenge for Mayors and Councillors is getting residents to 

really think about their modes of travel and transport for the various 

aspects of their daily lives. Mayors want people to ask themselves, 

“Can we walk to school once a week?” “Could we ride our bikes to 

the cafe on Sundays?” “Can I carpool to work once a week?” “Could 

we use a bus service to get to the Saturday afternoon sports match?”

*   *   *   *   *

If we really want to ease – or cut – traffic congestion in our towns 

and cities, we need to make sure we all have all the information and 

tools we need to make a change, without the expense of new roads 

or annoyed residents. That way we’ll all have more time each day, 

more money, less stress and a few more years to live!



SEVEN  
“STICKING  

POINTS”  
WHEN  

CREATING  
CHANGE

“We don’t have planning in Australia, we have marketing brochures.”
Prof. Graham Currie on public transport @ptua Tweeted Victoria Walks 
@victoriawalks

There are seven sticking points to consider before we start looking at 

how we can create change in our cities. These are seven things that 

I believe hinder change and may have prevented City Leaders from 

cutting traffic congestion. Creating change may be difficult until 

these sticking points are recognised and overcome. 

So why don’t Mayors and other City Leaders create change and 

cut traffic congestion?

1. Fear
The first is fear. We have a culture where we fear failure. We’re too 

scared of embarrassment or that others will laugh at us if we fail. Sir 

Ken Robinson says if we are not prepared to be wrong or to make a 
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mistake we will never be creative. Last year I set up a series of Tweet 

Chats about cycling. The first two were great, but no-one came to 

the following chats. Still, I say it’s better to try and fail than to not 

try at all.

“Great work is done by people who are not afraid to be great.”
Fernando Flores

2. Too many choices
The second reason we (Aussies, Americans and Brits) don’t create 

change is because we have so many – perhaps too many – choices 

available today. We can choose where to live, where to work, where 

to shop, where to send our kids to school and even where to spend 

Christmas. When I was growing up in the English countryside 

there was one state school and everyone walked to it. From what 

I remember, almost all the dads worked at one of the two factories 

and the mums worked in whatever job was available within walking 

distance of home. As for Christmas, no-one dreamt of a beach vaca-

tion. You went to stay with your granny; that’s just what happened. 

Choice has made us question everything, and as a result we’ve 

ended up solving nothing, or very little.

3. Sense of entitlement
We have developed an extraordinary sense of entitlement. Most Aus-

sies, as an example, feel entitled to have lots of money, a fat salary, a 

big house plus at least one investment property, to get a “free” house 

through our super fund, to live far from work, to drive to work, to 

never get stuck in traffic congestion, to have cheap fuel and low-

interest car loans, as well as salary-sacrificed car parking, to be able 
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to claim next to everything in our annual tax return, and to have 

our opinions listened to. This entitlement obsession has led to the 

explosion of blame and confrontation that characterises comments 

in social media, tabloid press forums and consumer affairs television 

shows. In reality, what all this really means is that too much time is 

focused on arguing, being angry, whinging, whining and trying to 

get what we think we deserve, and too little time is being spent on 

solving the problems of traffic congestion for the future.

4. Need for instant fixes
Fourthly, we have developed a compulsive need for “instant fixes”. 

Sometimes these “instant need it right now fixes” are the right 

choices, but if they are done out of short-term dissatisfaction or 

frustration they tend to accumulate into a string of failures that have 

wasted many people’s time and diverted attention away from more 

significant problems. 

Take my friend John. He has time on his hands and likes to tell 

his local council exactly what he thinks and what needs to be done. 

But what this means is that people who are trying to lead positive 

behaviour change are diverted into solving his endless dissatisfac-

tions and need for instant fixes.

We are so obsessed with the here and now and the next week 

that we don’t have time to stop and sit and solve the big problems – 

land use, congestion and obesity – for the future. 

5. Too busy “liking” on Facebook
Fifthly, we are too busy “liking” on Facebook –“liking” other people’s 

solutions from our computers and phones without actually getting 

involved. It’s become a hindrance to our own creativity. Almost four 
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years ago I co-founded Lazy Sunday Cycle with my friend Amy. 

It’s all about getting normal people in normal clothes having a go 

at riding a bicycle for fun. It started out well, with lots of people 

participating. Move forward four months and we had 500 likes on 

Facebook – but no-one at the actual bike rides! Rather than cancel 

the rides and give it up as a failed experiment, we decided to have a 

barbeque after each bicycle ride. People came, they cycled, they ate 

and they made friends. 

You see, Facebook and other social media platforms are great for 

sharing news but it doesn’t solve your problem in reality.

6. Exhaustion
In sixth place is exhaustion. A recent survey revealed that 53% of us 

claim to be constantly tired, with 15% feeling “exhausted”.31 If most 

of us are waking up feeling like we need another eight hours sleep 

it means we don’t have the time or energy to solve real problems…

we’re too busy counting down the hours until bedtime.

7. Navel gazing
We have developed a “navel gazing” culture. We spend our time 

chronically analysing every twist and turn in life. We hyper-analyse 

everything. 

In transport planning, people tend to over-analyse everything: 

the two extra people who cycled last week, who should stop driving 

their car and ride a bicycle next year, and the predicted mode shares 

for 2050 and beyond. We seldom consider simpler explanations: 

perhaps people don’t cycle because they prefer the bus. Possibly it’s 

just the fact that the majority of everyday Australians have never 

been to Copenhagen or Amsterdam and so have no idea what all the 

fuss about bicycles is all about!



13

Jam Packed

If we really want non-car trips, car sharing and carpooling to 

be mainstream and normal, maybe we need to stop being hyper-

vigilant and start finding out what people really want to travel and 

move around their cities.

Imagine 20 years from now sitting in your chair on 
your veranda telling your grandchildren about how 
people came together and implemented solutions 

to cut traffic congestion. Imagine that!
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