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Canberra Light Rail Proposal 
Full Business Case (published Oct 2014) 
 

Commentary on Cost Benefit Analysis 
– Section 6 
 
This 

 
says that total benefits will amount to $984m. PV means 
Present Value, that is that future values have been 
discounted. 
 
It is a great pity that in a document of 158 pages so little 
back up information is provided for key aspects of the 
Benefit Cost calculation. 
 
Let’s start with “Time savings” as they should be tangible 
and not too difficult to measure. 
 
There’s a view in transport modelling that short savings, 
say less than five minutes, are of no consequence. It is only 
when savings reach ten to fifteen minutes that any value 
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should be placed on them. These sort of savings would be 
very hard to achieve in any Canberra transport project, 
short of providing helicopters  for distant hobby farmers. 
 
Table 54 documents ‘value of time per person hour’. One 
hopes though the document authors have used differential 
times for walk, wait, in-vehicle, and transfer for public 
transport. Waiting at the stop in the rain is a far less 
pleasurable experience than playing with an app while 
seated in the vehicle.  
 
For existing public transport users it’s understood there 
won’t be anytime savings  as the ‘tram’ will be no faster 
than the current Red Rapid 200 bus. But for passenger 
seeking to go to the Parliamentary Triangle there will be 
substantial time losses as they will have to transfer at Civic 
once the tram starts running. Currently the 200 bus goes 
to the Parliamentary Triangle and onto Fyshwick. 
 
But the tram protagonists will tell us that the big benefit 
will be for ‘non users’, ie motorists on Northbourne avenue 
as a result of the ‘diversion’ of some travellers to the tram. 
 
However, the 33m long tram running every eight minutes 
even if fully loaded is only ever going to carry a very small 
proportion of the travellers on the corridor so the impact 
on traffic congestion will be slight.  Furthermore the light 
rail line, whether in the median strip or along the side of 
the road is going to interfere with traffic turning off 
Northbourne avenue into properties and side streets so 
increasing congestion. 
 
The tram protagonists would probably say this congestion 
issue is a long term one. If so, the light rail line shouldn’t 
be built until it’s needed. 
 
On balance it would appear that there are no time savings 
so that item becomes $zero or maybe even negative. 
 
Public Transport Operating Savings.  
 
This is simply the savings from not having to operate bus 
services replaced - $54m. 
 
But it must be seen in the context of the Opex figure of 
$204m to operate the light rail. 
 
That is to say, the light rail is going to cost (operating) 
nearly four times the cost of the equivalent bus services. 
Add in the capex and one can see that light rail is a very 
expensive option. 
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There is no data in the report documenting this and it’s 
hard to obtain from web sources for other systems.  
 
Compared to bus it’s often thought that tram crewing  cost 
is lower because the vehicles tend to be larger and run at 
longer headways . It’s worth noting though that in 
Australia the norm with buses is front door loading and 
passengers tend to assume that drivers are aware of 
passengers not ticket dipping or tagging on. Fare evasion 
is low. 
 
With trams where the driver sits in his own compartment 
divorced from passengers who can board using any door, 
fare evasion tends to be high unless the operator employs 
a strict inspection regime. In this case crewing cost may 
well be higher than bus.  
 
Electricity is certainly a cheaper source of traction power 
than diesel. The writer has no data at all on vehicle 
maintenance costs but suspects that light rail is far more 
expensive than bus. 
 
The light rail line will require regular inspections of the 
overhead and track, specially at turnouts. The 
infrastructure tends to be built to high standards which 
means that routine maintenance  in the early years will be 
low but renewal cost when the time comes will be high. 
 
Don’t forget the staff in the office. Light rail requires 
specialist staff to manage it; if the operator doesn’t employ 
these people outsourcing costs with Bombardier or 
whoever will be incurred. 
 
 
Other Transport Benefits at $129m are quite 
significant, the principal item being “Residual Value” of 
benefits to be received after the 30 year evaluation period - 
$81m. For consistency it would be necessary to include a 
residual value of costs to be incurred after the 30 year 
period as well. It’s not clear whether this has been done. 
 
The report makes reference on p97 to an amenity benefit 
to reflect the greater comfort of trams compared to bus. 
This ignores the greater likelihood of having to stand in 
the tram than the bus, at least in peak hours. 
 
One must also be sceptical about claims that trams are 
better for the disabled. All modern street vehicles are 
substantially low floor and are easy to board with wheel 
chairs etc. Trams do have the advantage of being slightly 
wider. 
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Land Use Benefits 
 
These are (Table 27, in part $m) 
 

 
 
Essentially these arise from urban development along the 
route that would not otherwise have occurred. 
 
The document admits that ‘supportive government 
policies’ are required.  
 
Frankly, this writer  is of the view that the light rail, of 
itself, will not make one bit of difference to development 
along the corridor.  
 
In any case is the development required? How does the 
ordinary Canberra resident benefit? Do they want higher 
density residential development. Would the development 
occur somewhere else in Canberra anyway. 
 
American experience is often cited here but care is needed. 
In the US there’s tendency for people to believe that bus is 
something you rode as a kid and that your domestic help 
uses to get to work. One wouldn’t be seen dead on one; 
but, light rail, that should be ok. 
 
The case of the Pearl district in Portland, Or. is often 
mentioned as a success story for development prompted 
by the street car (tram).  This has been contentious; all 
sorts of other inducements were provided by government 
to developers. The Pearl District was a run down industrial 
area. This is not the case for any part of the Civic – 
Gunghalin route. 
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Wider Economic Impacts 
 
These are (Table 28, in part $m) 
 

 
 
One is now in the weird world of arcane transport 
economics.  Quantification in this area is very imprecise.  
 
Agglomeration simple refers to employment clustering 
(think advertising agencies in North Sydney) and is 
another aspect of densification. 
 
It is unbelievable in a one billion dollar project that 
someone would even bother with an item worth only $2m. 
 
 ----- 
 
Overall, then the BCR ratio is certainly well under 1 which 
means the project is not worth while. 
 
 


