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b y  T o m  L o n g w o r t h

Producing  useful  t ransport  models  general ly  requires  a  forecast ing

process  that  is  steeped  in  fact -based  explanatory  var iables,  and  works

from  a  sol id  representat ive  base  of  act iv i ty .   Since  the  onset  of  the

COVID  pandemic,  and  associated  publ ic  health  act ions,  the  role  of

transport  modell ing  is  a  vexed  quest ion.  

In  many  ways,  the  pandemic  has  a  polar is ing  effect  on  society,  so  why

should  i ts  impact  on  opinions  about  t ransport  modell ing  be  any

dif ferent?   Views  range  f rom  ‘no  point  modell ing  unti l  i t ’s  over ’

through  to  ‘why  would  the  pandemic  impact  modell ing?

Apart  f rom  polar is ing  views,  the  pandemic  is  al l  about

uncertainty.   Even  as  more  information  about  the  basic  biology  and

health  impacts  of  the  virus  are  discovered,  there

st i l l  remain  some  very  large  open  quest ions,  which  go  to  the  heart  of

what  a  post -COVID  pandemic  world  might  look  l ike.

Ear ly  in  the  pandemic  an  epidemiologist  was  asked  by  a

journal ist  when  was  the  best  t ime  to  model  the  pandemic?  As  a

model ler ,  I  could  relate  to  the  answer,  which  was,  a  not  very  helpful ,

‘when  i t ’s  over ’ .

This  is  one  way  to  manage  the  uncertainty  –  but  that  is  exactly  why  we

do  models ,  to  manage  uncertainty ;  even  without  COVID,  the  future  is

uncertain.  I t  fol lows  that  this  increase  in  uncertainty  is  actual ly  a  good

reason  to  do  more  t ransport  modell ing,  not  less .
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In some cases, waiting till ‘it’s over’ is probably a prudent approach.  Although, as discussed below, you

might be waiting a long time for it ‘to be over’ and for post-pandemic trends to be discernible.  In other

settings, a 2020 base model might be ok, but then the question is how to forecast?

Clearly ,  now  is  not  the  t ime  to  model  an  airport ’s  land  side  access.   Recent  work  has  indicated  that

for  a  small  area,  with  few  land  uses  that  are  direct ly  COVID - impacted,  a  2020  model  can  be  useful .  This

has  rel ied  on  comparison  of  key  t raf f ic  locat ions  to  establ ish  that  2020  and  2019  volumes,  whilst  dif ferent ,

are  not  so  vast ly  dif ferent  as  to  preclude  i t .   The  small  scale  of  the  model  also  suggests  relat ively  minor

consequences  of  the  forecasts  and  real i ty  diverging?

For  a  larger  area,  there  are  options  to  bui ld  base  models  using  2019  data  f rom  exist ing  datasets .We

recently  specif ied  a  ‘ f ie ld  data  col lect ion  programme ’  for  a  medium  sized  model  using  a  combinat ion  of :

l imited  2017 -2019  counts  

VS  Data  f rom  2019  and  2020

2019  and  2020  counts,  t ravel  t imes  and  t ravel

patterns  (ODs )  f rom  a  large  dataset  prepared  by

Compass  IOT  (or  similar )

This  opens  up  the  possibi l i ty  of  bui lding  2019  base  models  in  2020,  without  having  conducted  a  2019

field  programme  –  ‘a  survey  t ime  machine ’ .   I t  does,  however ,  rely  on  access  to  large  amounts  of  histor ic

data,  through  SCATS  and  systems,  such  as  Compass  IOT ’s.  This  suggests  that  under  some  circumstances

a  base  model  looks  possible.

FORECASTING
As  always,  the  forecast ing  is  where  the  real  uncertainty  l ies  and  i t  is  the  underlying  rat ionale  for  bui lding

models .  Even  though  i t  might  be  possible  to  establ ish  a  2019  or  2020  Base  Model  the  f i rst  quest ion  is

whether  this  base  is  at  al l  representat ive  for  forecast ing?   Frankly,  this  is  an  open  quest ion,  but  on  a  case

by  case  basis ,  this  is  arguably  possible.  The  second  quest ion  is  what  scenarios  should  be  used  in

forecast ing?

There  are  lots  of  potential  answers  to  this  quest ion,  with  a  range  of  hypothet icals :

TMA  Discussion  Paper -COVID  #3 |  page  02

BUT HOW TO MODEL?

WHAT TO DO ABOUT A BASE MODEL?

Data  Collection  during  COVID  can  still  be  valid

depending  on  size  and  location  of  model

required



 COVID  is  l ikely  to  be  a  t ransient  effect ,project  X  is

a  long - term  strategic  requirement  for  Sydney,

therefore,  we  should  use  the  2016  v1.51  land  use

scenarios  f rom  TPA,  but  perhaps  assume  a  lag  of

f ive  years

COVID  is  an  issue,  but  the  long - term  development

of  Sydney ’s  urban  fabr ic  has  so  much  momentum,

that  there  is  no  reason  to  assume  underlying

trends  wil l  change  due  to  a  single  disease

COVID  is  not  the  issue,  the  latest  land  use

project ions  are  the  issue  and  are  leading  to

problems  in  developing  an  eff ic ient  and  effect ive

land  use  and  t ransport  system.

Technical  issues  with  the  grand  model  are  the

main  issue  –  COVID  is  a  red  herr ing  –  the  networks

ought  to  ref lect  real i ty ,  specif ical ly  capacity

constraints

How  would  these  hypotheses  be  tested?   When  wil l

data  be  avai lable  to  support  one  or  more  of  these

posit ions?   The  disappoint ing  answer  is  that  clear

data  to  test  these  hypotheses  across  a  large

geographic  area  wil l  not  be  avai lable  for  several

years ,  at  best ,  and  possibly  a  decade,  at  worst .

the  lock  downs  wil l  boost  the  birth  rate ’  or

the  recession  wil l  signif icantly  reduce  the  birth

rate ’ .

Populat ion  Levels
In  terms  of  populat ion  levels  in  Austral ia ,  two  key

components  of  populat ion  forecast ing  are:

Bir th  Rates  Over  Time

 As  with  most  forecast ing  var iables,  birth  rates  are

derived  f rom  t rend  information.   So  far ,  almost

no  babies  have  been  born  who  were  conceived  in

a  COVID  world.   We  have  heard  lots  of

speculat ion,  ranging  f rom:

But  that  is  al l  i t  is ,  speculat ion.  

 

We  won ’ t  have  any  idea  of  the  in i t ia l  impact  of

COVID  on  birth  rates,  probably  unti l  December

2021,  when  ABS  publ ish  i ts  births  data  (3301.0 )

for  2020.   This ,  of  course,  rel ies  on  the

registrat ion  process  in  each  state  working

properly ,  which  is  a

big  assumption,  especial ly  i f  fear  of  catching

COVID  in  hospital  is  driving  women  to  f ree -birth

and,  hence,  mater ial ly  delay  the  registrat ion

process.   
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We  won’t  have  any  idea  of  the  initial  impact

of  COVID  on  birth  rates,  probably  until

December  2021

The  fol lowing  discussion  canvasses  the  potential

impact  of  COVID  on  t radit ional  forecast ing  var iables

and  looks  more  broadly  to  see  i f  there  are  some

rule -of - thumb  indicators  that  might  guide  the  extent

of  COVID ’s  economic  and  t ransport  dislocat ion.

I t  could  then  be  another  four

or  f ive  years  before  there  is

suff ic ient  data  to  discern  a

meaningful  t rend  in  the  birth

rate.   Orthodoxy  is  that  this  is

a  var iable  that  fol lows  slow,

long  term  t rends ;  the  real i ty  is

that  i t  can  change  rapidly ,  as

per  the  ‘baby  bonus ’  years  in

the  2000s.

 



inter -state  migrat ion.   State  border  closures  have  certainly  slowed /stopped  this  component  of

populat ion  forecast ing.   Whilst  these  closures  look  to  be  unconst i tut ional ,  they  are  l ikely  to  stay  for

some  t ime,  as  i t  looks  l ike  they  are  probably  in  the  publ ic  interest ;  nor,

household  formation  rates,  one  of  the  main  drivers  of  dwell ing  demand.

Once  the  borders  open,  how  wil l  people  behave?   Will  people  st i l l  want  to  their  l i fe  here?   Will  Austral ians

have  the  same  propensity ,  as  previously ,  to  t ravel  overseas  to  l ive  for  extended  periods?   On  what  basis

wil l  the  Commonwealth  set  immigrat ion  quotas?

Of  note  is  that  the  f i rst  set  of  populat ion  forecasts  for  Austral ia ,  produced  by  Prof  WD  Borr ie  for  the

NHMRC  in  1944,  struggled  to  f ind  an  authori tat ive  answer  to  how  the  Commonwealth  would  manage

immigrat ion  after  the  war ;  he  sett led  on  ignoring  immigrat ion  in  his  forecasts  –  we  would  suggest  this

assumption  is  unl ikely  to  be  appl icable  now.

This  does  not  even  touch  on  the  vexed  quest ions  of :        

Net  overseas  migrat ion

Another  important  driver  of  the  Austral ian  economy  since  the  late  1700s  (yes,  more  than  200  years )

has  been  net  overseas  migrat ion.   This  has  largely  stopped.   ABS  wil l  release  net  overseas  migrat ion

information  for  the  year  to  June  2020  in  Apri l  2021.  Again,  there  is  lots  of  speculat ion  about  what

might  happen  with  migrat ion.   Possibly ,  no  meaningful  levels  of  immigrat ion  or  emigrat ion  wil l

occur  unti l  July  2021,  when  Austral ia ’s  internat ional  border  is  slated  to  open.   Of  course,  border

openings  could  be  pushed  back  t i l l  later  in  2021  or  even  into  2022,  or  based  on  current  debate,  i t

might  be  brought  forward.
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suggested  that  markets  thought  i t  would  be  a  big

deal ,  with  the  dollar  fa l l ing  to  a  low  around  58  US

cents  in  mid -March  2020.   However,  the  local

currency  has  been  in  the  low  70  US  cents  for  the

last  month,  marginal ly  above  where  i t  was  in  the  six

months  prior  to  COVID,  i f  weakness  in  the  USD  is

acknowledged,  this  suggests  a  thumping  col lapse

of  our  external  sector  is  less  l ikely .  

Other  people  have  indicated  that  urban  t ransport

volumes  have  dropped  material ly  and  wil l  stay

down ;  in  fact ,  one  narrat ive  is  that  demand  may

keep  going  down.   They  point  to  ongoing  data

col lect ion  and  seek  to  read  the  tea  leaves,  l inking

each  f luctuat ion  in  demand  with  each  change  in

publ ic  health  pol icy,  and  then  t ry ing  to

extrapolat ing  that  into  the  future.   A  quick  scan  of

possible  indicator  var iables  of  longer - term

economic  impacts  on  t ransport  act iv i ty  is  at  odds

with  this  overly  negative  posit ion.  

I f  you  look  at  urban  road  t ransport  –  the  response

of  a  tol l  road  operator ’s  stock  price  to  COVID  might

be  instruct ive.   Conventional  wisdom  is  that

congest ion  in  the  broader  road  network  is  good  for

tol l  road  operators ,  as  their  tol led  faci l i t ies  become

relat ively  more  attract ive  to  use  ( i .e . ,  better  value

from  the  tol l ) .   This  effect  is  probably  most

notable  for  l ight  vehicles.   I f  urban  t raf f ic  volumes

were  to  fa l l  and  stay  substant ial ly  lower  than  pre -

COVID,  then  this  would  be  expected  to  f ree -up

general  road  capacity  and  reduce  urban  congest ion

– potential ly  this  could  reduce  expected  tol l  road

use  by  a  greater  amount  than  the  general  demand

drop  (give  or  take ) .   I f  this  were  to  occur  over  a

protracted  period,  i t  would  be  reasonable  to

assume  that  a  tol l  road  operator  could  be  less

prof i table,  and  this  might  be  ref lected  in  i ts  stock

price.

Our  key  t rading  partner  is  embarking  on  a

much  more  assert ive  relat ionship  with  the  rest

of  the  world,  and  i t  appears  to  see  Austral ia  as

a  soft  target

Overseas  student  may  recover  somewhat  f rom

where  they  are  now,  but  i t ’s  very  unl ikely  to  be

at  the  same  scale  as  previously  (see  number  1 )

Tourism  wil l  take  t ime  to  re -bui ld,  part ly

dependent  on  economic  recovery  in  key

inbound  markets  (also,  see  number  1 )

Damage  to  the  global  air  t ransport  sector  is  far

reaching,  with  consol idat ion  due  to  air l ine

fai lure  accompanied  by  severe  dislocat ion  to

their  special ised,  high -ski l l  employee  base,

and  potential ly  impairment  of  logist ic  systems

that  keep  planes  f ly ing  safely  (e.g. ,  what  i f

Boeing  goes  broke  and  pharma  bro  buys  their

spare  parts  inventory? ) .   This  si tuat ion  wil l

take  t ime  to  reverse,  during  which  air  fares

may  be  way  above  pre -COVID  levels .

Economy  &  Employment  Levels
Forecast ing  employment  growth  out  of  the  last

recession  (early  1990s )  was  problematic ;  even

though  i t  was  a  fa i r ly  ‘standard  recession ’ .  

Indeed,  for  the  f i rst  3  or  4  years  of  recovery,

despite  forecasts  of  a  jobs  pick -up  and  actual

sol id  GDP  growth,  there  was  very  l i t t le

employment  growth,  hence  i t  was  dubbed  a

‘ jobless  recovery ’ .   This  t ime  around  there  is  no

recent  t rend  data  avai lable  for  economic  recovery,

so  the  abi l i ty  to  forecast  employment  is  even  more

dif f icult .   

Also,  some  big  strategic  quest ions  hang  over  key

parts  of  Austral ia ’s  external  sector ,  some  COVID -

related,  some  with  loose  COVID  associat ions:     

1.

2.

3.

4.

How  serious  are  these  external  head  winds?   An

init ia l  drop  in  the  value  of  the  AUD  vs  USD  



A  large  fa l l  in  stock  price  of  around  35% f rom  17  Feb  to  a  low  on  16  March

Fol lowed  by  a  steady  increase  in  stock  price  to  around  90% of  the  value  of  the  pre -COVID  stock

price  by  1  June

For  the  past  month,  the  stock  price  has  hovered  around  83% to  87% of  the  pre -COVID  price,

putt ing  i t  roughly  back  where  i t  was  in  June  2019.

Using  an  ASX  l is ted  tol l  road  operator ’s  stock  price  as  an  indicator  of  expectat ions  (perhaps  eighteen

months  to  three  years  out ) ,  the  market  charted  the  fol lowing  course:

This  looks  l ike  the  market  currently  does  not  expect  a  col lapse  in  the  value  for  tol l  road  assets .  Whilst

the  stock  market  t rends  are  not  defini t ive  ( there  are  other  factors  at  play ) ,  they  indicate  expectat ions

that  there  wil l  remain  a  sol id  amount  of  urban  t ransport  movement,  over  the  medium  term.   So  total

col lapse  in  urban  t ransport  demand  looks  highly  unl ikely .
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Distr ibut ion  of  Populat ion  &  Employment
Leaving  aside  the  dif f icult ies  of  explaining  the  level  of  populat ion  and  employment,  their  distr ibut ion  within

an  urban  area  is  a  key  driver  of  urban  t ravel  demand,  especial ly  in  the  peaks.   Answering  this

distr ibut ion  quest ion  is  important ,  but  very  dif f icult .   In  the  post -war  years  Austral ian  cit ies  experienced  an

outward  dri f t  of  populat ion  to  new  suburbs  ( the  doughnut  effect ) ;  by  the  late  1980s  this  t rend  had  run  i ts

course,  with  inner  city  populat ions  growing  again,  as  part  of  urban  consol idat ion,  and  exceeding  their

previous  highs  in  the  1990s.

The  doughnut  effect ,  was  driven  (so  to  speak )  by  the  new - found  mobil i ty  of  the  car ,  al lowing  outward

movement  to  the  suburbs.   But  the  market ing  mater ial  of  the  day  suggests  there  were  other  attract ive

attr ibutes  of  the  suburbs:  cleanl iness, their  open  spaces,  in  contrast  to  the  disease - r idden  inner  city .   This

picks  up  on  a  theme  canvassed  by  Banjo  Paterson:

He  goes  on,  opining  about  the  poor  health  of  the  townsfolk  fa i r  to  say,  the  Banjo  was  not  a  big  fan  of

urban  consol idat ion.

Wil l  COVID  unravel  this  long - term  populat ion  consol idat ion  t rend  towards  the  centre  in  Sydney,  in

Melbourne,  in  Brisbane?   Will  there  be  a  neo -doughnut  effect?  Anecdotal  evidence,  based  on  relat ive

changes  in  rental  vacancy  rates,  is  that  there  has  been  an  unquanti f ied  dri f t  to  outer  parts  of  Sydney,

pr imari ly  f rom  inner  areas  (simi lar  t rends  are  l ikely  in  other  capitals ) .

" I  a m  s i t t i n g  i n  m y  d i n g y  l i t t l e  o f f i c e ,  w h e r e  a  s t i n g y
R a y  o f  s u n l i g h t  s t r u g g l e s  f e e b l y  d o w n  b e t w e e n  t h e  h o u s e s  t a l l ,
A n d  t h e  f o e t i d  a i r  a n d  g r i t t y  o f  t h e  d u s t y ,  d i r t y  c i t y
T h r o u g h  t h e  o p e n  w i n d o w  f l o a t i n g ,  s p r e a d s  i t s  f o u l n e s s  o v e r  a l l . "

An  extract  f rom  “ C l a n c y  o f  t h e  O v e r f l o w ” ,  by  AB  Paterson



Will  COVID  unravel  this  long - term  populat ion

consol idat ion  t rend  towards  the  centre  in  Sydney,  in

Melbourne,  in  Brisbane?   Will  there  be  a  neo -

doughnut  effect?  Anecdotal  evidence,  based  on

relat ive  changes  in  rental  vacancy  rates,  is  that

there  has  been  an  unquanti f ied  dri f t  to  outer  parts  of

Sydney,  primari ly  f rom  inner  areas  (simi lar  t rends

are  l ikely  in  other  capitals ) .  

How  big  this  in i t ia l  impact  on  populat ion

distr ibut ion  is  won ’ t  be  known  unti l  the  ABS

publ ishes  i ts  Regional  Populat ion  Growth  col lect ion:

in  March  2021  for  the  year  to  June  2020  (containing

three  months  of  pandemic  impact  –  about  the  t ime  i t

takes  to  sel l  a  house  or  break  a  lease,  and  move ) ;

and  March  2022  for  year  to  June  2021.

Longer  term  t rends  won ’ t  be  discernible  in  detai l

unt i l  2028  when  the  2026  Census  data  wil l  be

publ ished  and  compared  with  2021  and  2016.   This

rel ies  on  the  census  programme  continuing.  Big

quest ion,  no  sol id  data,  at  least  for  several  years!

Working  From  Home  (WFH )
COVID  has  pushed  this  along  to  new  heights ,  and

after  a  generat ion  of  hearing  about  remote

working,  the  technology  avai lable  to  the

average  punter ,  in  the  main,  now  works.

Will  this  leave  us  as  a  nation  of  telecommuters?

We  hear  that  some  big  employers  are  real ly

impressed  with  how  well  working  f rom  home  has

funct ioned,  and  have  stated  they  won ’ t  return  to  an

al l  onsite,  al l - the - t ime  approach ;  one  f igure  we

heard  was  that  a  large  commercial  user  could

reduce  their  f loorspace  by  30% .   Others  have

expressed  severe  f rustrat ion  at  their  teams  working

from  home.  

I t  won ’ t  be  unti l  the  Census  is  released  in  late  2022

or  early  2023  that  we ’ l l  have  a  detai led  view  of  the

spat ial  distr ibut ion  of  how  working  f rom  home

might  be  affect ing  t ransport  patterns.
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Household  Travel  Survey  (HTS )

This  is  taken  by  TfNSW  and  is  the  world ’s

longest  running  continuous  t ravel  survey.   I ts

sample  is  designed  to  aggregate  three  years  (or

waves )  of  data  to  meet  the  sampling  errors  in  the

survey  specif icat ion.   I f  COVID  has  t ransient

effects ,  say  resolving  in  a  year ,  i t  is  possible  that

the  HTS  won ’ t  detect  this  within  i ts  confidence

l imits .   I f  COVID ’s  effects  l inger  longer ,  then  i t

might  take  two  ful l  survey  waves  to  be  detected

with  stat ist ical  r igour :   so  i t  would  need  20 /21

and  21 /22  to  be  aggregated.  

These  might  not  be  avai lable  unti l  late  2022 ;  even

then,  the  COVID  effects  would  be  attenuated  by

the  largely  non  COVID  19 /20  wave.

On  going  System  Data

OPAL,  sensor  data,  Compass  IOT  data,  etc ;  This

information  is  high  f requency  and  avai lable

within  government,  providing  an  indicat ion  of

how  system  demand  may  have  changed  with

COVID.   Unfortunately ,  this  potential  t ime  ser ies

of  demand  does  not  explain  how  demand

changed.   Relat ing  change  in  demand  to

changes  in  publ ic  health  condit ions  and

major  events  defining  the  pandemic  is  real ly

interest ing,  but  not  real ly  useful  for  forecast ing.  

Just  because  there  was  an  X% drop  in  demand

when  the  f i rst  set  of  restr ict ions  emerged  in  late

March,  doesn ’ t  mean  that  society  wil l  respond

the  same  when  a  subsequent  set  of  restr ict ions

are  introduced.

OTHER DATA SOURCES

Anecdotal  Information

Land  use  changes  appear  in  the  media  f rom

time  to  t ime  and  as  a  group  who  fol lows  this

information  closely ,  we  f ind  i t  real ly  interest ing.

We  have  noted  some  rental  effects  above,  that

look  to  underly  a  ‘neo -doughnut ’  effect .   This  is

an  area  of  controversy  and  uncertainty,  this

does  provide  a  basis  to  start  to  develop  some

broadly  themed  scenarios,  which  we  are

working  through  to  prepare  unoff ic ial  scenarios

of  small  area  populat ion  project ions.

There  are  numerous  other  data  sources  avai lable,

other  than  Census  and  Regional  Populat ion

Growth.   These  have  their  strengths  and

weaknesses,  including:

Data  Collection  during  COVID

can  still  be  valid  depending  on

size  and  location  of  model

required
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IS MODELLING TO BLAME FOR TRANSPORT PROBLEMS?

A n  u n w i l l i n g n e s s  o f  p o l i c y  m a k e r s  t o  h e e d  w a r n i n g s  about  loss  of  system  capacity  due  to

double  deck  t ra ins  replacing  single  decker  rol l ing  stock.   This  was  raised  in  detai l  as  an  issue  in  a

State  Planning  Authori ty  publ ic  discussion  paper  in  1967 [1 ] ,  when  10% of  Sydney ’s  rol l ing  stock

was  double  decker  –  the  pol icy  response  to  this  signif icant  erosion  of  capacity  of  Austral ia ’s

largest  single  capital  asset?   Move  the  f leet  to  100% double  decker  over  the  next  30  years  and

reduce  rai l  system  capacity  further .  In  other  words,  let ’s  compound  the  problem.   You  don ’ t  need

an  accurate  future  land  use  scenario  to  know  that  the  wrong  option  was  selected.

N o t  m a k i n g  t h e  m o s t  o f  a v a i l a b l e  d a t a .   The  number  of  jobs  in  the  Sydney  CBD,  a  key

determinant  of  rai l  patronage,  had  been  fa l l ing  consistent ly  during  the  post -war  period ;  a  simi lar

trend  was  evident  in  many  large  western  cit ies .   Financial  deregulat ion,  commencing  in  earnest  in

1983,  reversed  this  t rend,  with  the  Sydney  CBD  cementing  i ts  posit ion  as  Austral ia ’s  f inancial

capital ,  and  the  f inancial  sector  expanding  rapidly .   The  f i rst  detai led  read  on  this  inf lect ion  in  the

CBD  jobs  t rend  should  have  been  the  1986  Census.   Unfortunately ,  for  some  reason  the  work  t r ip -

end  f rom  that  Census,  was  not  processed  by  the  state  t ransport  agency,  leaving  a  big  gap  in  data.  

The  next  opportunity  for  a  detai led  read  on  CBD  employment  was  the  1991  Census ;  unfortunately ,

this  was  heavi ly  impacted  by  the  recession  of  the  early  90s  ( the  HIS  was  also  taken  in  1991 ) .  

Consequently ,  the  f i rst  sol id,  t rend -al igned  Census -based  data  on  CBD  employment  and

commuting  did  not  emerge  t i l l  the  1996  Census  was  released  in  1998,  15 -years  after  the  start  of

the  increase  in  CBD  jobs.   This  may  have  led  to  the  strategic  model  under -est imating  rai l

patronage  to  the  CBD.  By  1998  i t  was  probably  too  late  to  do  anything,  so  not  much  was  done

Even  where  modell ing  is  undertaken  in  a  reasonably  stable  environment,  with  more  certainty  around

demographic  drivers  than  at  present ,  major  metropol i tan -compromising  problems  can  arise.  

Possibly  Sydney ’s  biggest  fa i lure  of  urban  t ransport  pol icy  in  the  last  50  years  was  the  rol l ing

meltdown  of  the  Sydney  rai l  system  due  to  overcrowding,  which  was  especial ly  acute  during  the  early

to  mid -2000s.

What  were  the  factors  that  brought  about  this  meltdown?   Various  incarnat ions  of  a  sophist icated

strategic  model  had  been  in  place,  since  the  Sydney  Area  Transportat ion  Study  (SATS )  in  the  early

1970s.   Surely  this  would  have  alerted  decis ion  makers  to  the  r isks  of  an  overloaded  rai l  system?  

Our  work  suggests  there  was  a  confluence  of  many  factors  underlying  this  problem,  but  three  factors

that  standout  for  us  are:



Keenness  to  derive  the  benef i ts  of  urban

consol idat ion,  without  wil l ingness  to  pay  for  i ts

impacts .   Since  the  late  1980s  there  has  been

bipart isan  support  –  although  sect ions  of  the

community  were  not  necessar i ly  wildly

enthusiast ic  about  i t  -  for  signif icant  urban

consol idat ion  in  Sydney,  fol lowing  a  near -ban  on

apartment  construct ion  in  large  parts  of  Sydney

since  the  1960s.   A  motivat ion  for  urban

consol idat ion  was  to  make  use  of  brownfield  and

underut i l ised  land  in  the  inner  parts  of  Sydney,

as  deindustr ia l isat ion  continued,  whilst

support ing  this  increased  act iv i ty  with  under -

used  urban  infrastructure,  including  water

supply,  sewerage  and  t ransport [1 ] .   Thereby,  the

pol icy  would  reduce  environmental  impacts  and

costs  to  government  of  servicing  greenf ield

development  –  these  are  real ly  sound  pol icy

goals .   But  there  was  very  l i t t le  addit ional

investment  in  urban  rai l  capacity  unti l  this  t rend

had  been  going  for  some  15  or  so  years ,  and  the

rai l  system  was  clear ly  creaking  under  stress [2 ] .  

I t  was  almost  as  though  the  governments  of  both

str ipes  weren ’ t  prepared  to  back  themselves  that

the  pol icy  of  urban  consol idat ion  was  actual ly

going  to  work,  even  though  a  causal  look  at

Sydney ’s  skyl ine  was  showing  i t  was  working  big

t ime.

A  lesson  f rom  this  is  that  analysts  need  to  make  the

most  of  the  tools  and  information  avai lable,  and

somehow,  i f  major  problems  are  to  be  avoided,

elected  off ic ials  need  to  heed  simple  technical

advice  and  to  have  fa i th  that  some  of  their  own

pol icies  wil l  actual ly  have  an  impact .

Populat ion  levels  and  distr ibut ion

Employment  levels  and  distr ibut ion,  including

key  economic  drivers ,  such  as  our  external

sector

Underlying  drivers  of  commuter  patterns -  e.g.

the  persistence  of  large -scale  working  f rom

home ;  wil l ingness  to  use  t ransit

Ini t ia l  demographic  effects  after  2019  wil l  not

be  discernible  for  a  year  or  two,  and  then

detai led  distr ibut ional  t rends  won ’ t  emerge  for

another  four  to  eight  years .

Establ ishing  2019  base  models ,  under  some

circumstances,  is  reasonable

Large  col lapses  of  urban  t ransport  demand

don ’ t  appear  to  be  expected  by  f inancial

markets ,  at  least  not  for  passenger  car  ( lower

transit  r idership  might  be  a  persistent  issue )

As  t ime  goes  on  there  wil l  be  more  certainty

around  forecast ing,  unless  a  second  pandemic

emerges.

Where  Does  This  Leave  Us?
We  don ’ t  know  with  certainty  how  COVID  wil l

af fect :

What  the  above  indicates  is :

In  order  to  manage  uncertainty  for  large  projects ,

model l ing  their  demands  and  economic

performance  under  a  broad  range  of  scenarios

can  give  pol icy  makers  some  insights  into  the

robustness  and,  hence,  viabi l i ty  of  specif ic

projects  under  var ious  outcomes.This  mult i -

scenario  modell ing  was  a  common  feature  of

forecast ing  in  Sydney  during  the  1980s  and

1990s.   The  strategic  modell ing  for  the  Western

Sydney  Orbital ’s  EIS  –  today ’s  M7  –  (among

others )  started  in  the  mid -1990s  using  two

dif ferent  populat ion  distr ibut ion  scenarios

prepared  by  dif ferent  experts .
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One  expert  had  assumed  a  more  distr ibuted

development  form  and  the  other  was  more  bull ish  on

urban  consol idat ion.   This  provided  a  range  of  demand

forecasts  for  infrastructure  siz ing  and  network  wide  road

user  costs  for  the  economics,  representing  two  simi lar

but  sl ight ly  dif ferent  scenarios.   Unfortunately ,  by  the

t ime  the  project  was  approved  in  2003,  the  strategic

model l ing  had  been  pared  back  to  a  single  land  use

scenario.

We  are  currently  developing  a  range  of  land  use  scenarios,  largely  based  around  anecdotal

information  about  specif ic  behaviours  since  the  onset  of  the  pandemic.   These  should  provide  a

range  of  forecasts  which  are  l ikely  to  capture  the  ‘outcome  envelope ’  in  the  years  ahead.   I f  analysis

of  large  projects  under  these  broad  circumstances  indicate  economic  merit ,  then  the  projects  could

be  considered  to  be  robust .

Tom  Longworth  is  an  aff i l iate  of  Transport  Modellers  

 All iance  and  has  been  a  consult ing  for  over  for  over  25

years  as  a  transport  planner,  economist  and  data

analytics  expert.  

Feel  free  to  reach  out  to  Tom  at  

tom.longworth@highrangeanalyt ics .com.au
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