
 

Community Organising Case Study – Public Transport 

Part 1 is a case study of how the community organising approach was used in the 

context of public transport, part 2 is a short excerpt of the evidence supporting the 

transport formula, included to demonstrate commitment to evidence based outcomes. 

For more detail please contact the Sydney Alliance. 

PART 1: The Process 

Listening Phase: 

In 2010 the Sydney Alliance held Table Talks with 6500 people across Sydney. These 

talks asked citizens “if you could change one thing in your city what would it be?”. 

Unsurprisingly for Sydney, public transport was the number one issue. When the 

Sydney Alliance founded in 2011, it was the number one issue. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Team building phase: 

Following the Table Talks, leaders who had shown 

appetite and capacity for further engagement through 

the process were organised into the Transport Research 

Action team. Including leaders from organisations such 

as Cancer Council NSW, Climate Action Network, 

National Tertiary Education Union, National Union of 

Workers, Rail Tram and Bus Union, Western Sydney 

Community Forum, Youth Action, Inner South West 

Community Development Organisation, Western 

Sydney Public Transport Worker’s Group, Catholic 

Archdiocese and Uniting Church.  

 

Discernment & Research Phase: 

Barriers for reducing the public transport problem to an actionable issue included: 

- Complexity and technicality of detail 

- Diverse and conflicting interests based on income, geography and usage. 

- Breadth of the problem. 

Figure 1: 450 gather to discern the issues 

Figure 2 - A Kingsgrove Table Talk Figure 1 - A Blacktown Table Talk 



 

 

The team set about meeting with top experts in the field (and recruited a few to the 

team along the way as members of the National Tertiary Education Union). These 

experts included long time transport advocates, academics, former Transport 

ministers, high level consultants and ‘moles’ from within the department. The 

process of meeting each of the experts developed broad capacity and helped in the 

process of discerning a clear ask. 

 

The central problem was not a technical issue, but how to engage the millions of 

Sydney’s commuters into the issue. Previously only a small handful of expert but 

powerless advocates had been involved in government consultative processes.  

 

Developing a shared vision for accessible public transport – “400:15:1 SCA2” 

Team members met with dozens of experts and developed a vision for accessible 

public transport in Sydney, based on the idea of establishing a network that enables 

citizens to use multiple modes of transport to access any part of the city. The 

‘formula’ means that everyone in Sydney should have public transport that is within 

400m walk, that comes at least every 15 minutes during the day, that requires only 1 

fare per journey no matter how many modes are used, and that is Safe, Clean, 

Affordable and Accessible. (The theory behind this formula is explained below.) 

 

This formula enabled clear, concise explanation to the standard that Sydneysiders 

should expect from their public transport. With such a communication tool the 

Transport team launched a four-year period of action that involved thousands of 

people to participate in transport advocacy.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2 Formula launched with 300 new advocates at Penrith 



 

Research-Action phase:  

Campaigned to raise awareness of public transport inaccessibility 2012-2015 

The team mapped the parts of Sydney where people don’t have access to public 

transport to the Sydney Alliance standard, and had this discussed widely – including 

coverage on commercial TV news (7, 9 and 10), a major interactive map feature in 

the Sydney Morning Herald, and numerous radio stories (esp ABC 702). 

 

 
Figure 3 Diverse Sydneysiders representing their suburbs at transport media conference 

 

Campaigned on a Safe Station Staffing Standard 2012-2013 

The team campaigned to ensure adequate staffing levels at major Interchange Train 

Stations as an effective safety measure, working closely with District leaders 

especially in Granville and Liverpool. This included an audit of safety at interchange 

stations conducted by over 40 Alliance leaders, raising this issue directly in a meeting 

with Minister Berejiklian, and gaining media coverage on this issue (Channel 7 news 

feature). 

 

 
Figure 4 Diverse advocates doing a safe station audit of their local interchanges 

 

Campaigned on affordability of Airport line tickets 2012-2014 

The team campaigned to have the extra charges applied for travel to the Airport 

stations removed – particularly in acknowledgement of the extra costs imposed on 



 

airport workers who use public transport. This was raised directly with the Minister, 

and via a rally at the airport that received mainstream media coverage. 

The Minister announced a weekly cap on the airport line charges for travellers using 

Opal – an announcement that will save workers hundreds of dollars per year. 

 

Campaigned on disability access to Train Stations 2014 

Working across Parramatta, Penrith, Mt Druitt and St George, the Sydney Alliance 

organised hundreds of local leaders to advocate for the instillation of lifts at their 

local train stations. Using the upcoming state elections in 2015 as pressure, the team 

gaining recognition of the issue from Channel 9, Channel 7, the Transport 

bureaucracy, local MPs and finally won a lift at Arncliffe Train station – the station 

that had seen the most citizen activity. Following this the Alliance organised 

accountability assemblies in Parramatta, Penrith and Gymea with the Transport 

Minister or her representatives in attendance.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Campaigned on affordability of public transport for asylum seekers 2014-2015 

The Sydney Alliance mobilized 

hundreds of people across Sydney to 

take part in the ‘Mobility with Dignity’ 

campaign, to introduce concession 

travel for asylum seekers in Sydney. 

This is particularly important 

affordability issue to enable asylum 

seekers to access relevant services 

and community networks. 

Premier Baird recently announced 

that asylum seekers will be eligible for 

Pensioner Opal cards, to limit their travel costs to $2.50 per day.  

 

Figure 6 Advocates meet with Transport Minister (Including her 
family’s priest – the Armenian Apostolic Bishop) 

Figure 5 Diverse Arncliffe leaders celebrating the announcement of a new lift 



 

 

 

Opal Card Changes for Pensioners 2016 

The Sydney Alliance used its platform across many different organisations and 

worked collaboratively with NCOSS to deliver over 300 personal and organisational 

submissions to the Opal Changes review, succeeding in protecting Opal concessions 

for pensioners.  

 

Evaluation Phase 2014-2015:  

With a change of transport minister the transport team evaluate its’ work and 

learnings and went into hibernation mode while the energies of the Sydney Alliance 

focused on affordable housing.  

 

A new round of action: 2017 

In 2017 the team will be reforming to agitate and organise Sydney public transport 

consumers to participate in the Greater Sydney Commission Planning process in 

large numbers as well as launch a citizen run commuter app on transport feedback 

to government that uses the Alliance formula as the standard for citizen 

expectations. Security issues at Blacktown and Mt Druitt stations has sparked a 

campaign for safe stations with the Pacific community about to expand their 

organising work there also.  

 

Figure 11 Local leaders meet in Arncliffe to evaluate 

Figure 10 Bus drivers and community members 
advocate on bus safety changes 

Figure 12 Diverse Pacific leaders organising on 
transport safety in Blacktown 

Figure 7 a new group of trained advocates joins the 
Alliance transport and housing campaigns 



 

PART 2: The Formula  
 
400:15:1 SCA2 – The Sydney Alliance Transport Formula 

 

The approach advocated through Sydney Alliance is one that emphasizes quality of 

the public transport network driving both the economies and operational capacity of 

the system, rather than reconfiguration of urban form.  The network concept 

advocated by Paul Mees (2010) and the HiTrans group in Europe (Nielsen et al., 

2005) relies upon increase patronage and better service coverage through an 

“interlinked web of service” (Dodson et al., 2011, p. 6) that uses transfers to 

combine segments into one trip.  The concept relies less upon dedicated routes 

addressing specific cohort demands and instead provides a multitude of trip options 

that is closer to the infinites options offer by the motor car (Dodson et al., 2011).   

Sydney Alliance has attempted to capture some of these concepts and encapsulate 

them through a formal – ‘400:15:1 SCA2’.  That is public transport that is within 400 

metres of home or place of work, where there is a minimum standard of at least one 

service every 15 minutes, using one ticket irrespective of mode and transfer, and is 

safe, clean, affordable and accessible.  Each of these concepts are briefly discussed 

below in relation to relevant transport literature.  

  

400 metres 

A 400 metre walking distance to a public transport node is often used as a core 

standard within transport planning and forms the basis for the NSW Government’s 

policy commitment to the provision of public transport services across the urban 

area (Transport for NSW, 2013).   The 400 value, however, is not based on an 

understanding of how far people actually do walk to transit nodes, but rather 

considered to be a rule of thumb that can have some variation across different cities 

(Daniels & Mulley, 2011).  While we acknowledge that people may actually walk 

significantly longer distance to reach public transport (Burke & Brown, 2007; Daniels 

& Mulley, 2011), there are many members of the community who are less mobile 

and experience significant physical barriers to walking.  In this situation, 400 metres 

may actually present a barrier to use, however, 400 metres is widely considered to 

be reasonable compromise.  

  

15-minute frequency 

Many authors see timetabling as inseparable from the spatial planning of physical 

infrastructure in a networked system (Dodson et al., 2011; Nielsen et al., 2005; 

Vuchic, 2005).  Frequency is a key component of a timetable to enable efficient 



 

transfers through the network and reduce the time spent waiting for services which 

is a key barrier to broader uptake of public transport (Mees, 2010).  Routes with less 

than 10 minute headways are considered a minimum to enable a ‘forget the 

timetable’ services (Nielsen et al., 2005), while a ‘clock face’ principle is used for 

areas where this level of frequency is in practical.  That is a frequency that forms a 

consistent pattern over a 1 hour period such that only one set of times need to be 

remembered across a whole day.  While a 15 minute frequency does not enable a 

‘forget the timetable’ scenario, it does enable standard timetable patterns and as 

considered frequent enough through community conversation to be an acceptable 

wait time.  It should also be noted that Paul Mees (2010) identified rural areas of 

Switzerland that operate on 20 minute frequencies.  However, this is considered to 

be a minimum standard for all areas of Sydney, with main trunk routes and higher 

demand locations expected to have greater frequencies.   

 

Although not explicitly stated in the Sydney Alliance formula, the campaign is based 

around a minimum service standard between 5am and midnight and not just peak 

hour weekday travel.  Two of the key member organisations represent nurses and 

cleaners, who are shift workers and have a need to travel at different times of the 

day and night.    

 

1 ticket 

Appropriating ticketing is also an important component of an effective network such 

that the fair structure should not penalise people for transfer between services and 

modes.  Mees (2010, p. 175) suggested that “transfer-based networks require 

transfer friendly fares” and as such the Sydney Alliance concept of 1 ticket is built 

around the notion of a single fair, rather than a single physical ticket.  Sydney did 

not, until the introduction of Opal card, have one ticket that could be used across 

modes with each have spate ticketing systems. While Opal card can be used on all 

modes, the fair structure is still differentiated by mode and charges a customer twice 

if they transfer from one mode to another within the same journey.  The idea is that 

there should be one price or ticket to complete a journey, irrespective of the number 

of different services or modes used.  This is to facilitate a network effect such that it 

should not be expected that every destination can be reached from every point of 

origin using only one service.  Transfers are crucial to enabling a network to offer a 

wider range of destinations to better reflect the potentialities of car travel within an 

urban network of roads.  

  

 



 

Safe, Clean, Affordable and Accessible 

These set of issues try and address some of the physical, emotional and behavioural 

barriers to public transport use.  In a similar way that safety in urban spaces is 

encourage through having ‘eyes on the street’ (Jacobs, 1962), addressing the safety 

concerns in public transport to get more ‘eyes on the trains’.  Conversations through 

the Sydney Alliance highlighted a number of actual and perceptual barriers to public 

transport use.  Safety and cleanliness being to factors that acted to discourage 

people from using services.  

  

Affordability of the network was considered key as both an incentive against using 

cars which are more expensive to maintain and use, and as a key social justice issues 

as many disadvantaged groups across Sydney rely on public transport for their daily 

movements.  While many of the above concepts all speak to notions of access to 

public transport, in spatial terms, financial terms and so on, Accessibility specifically 

addresses issues of access for people who have some form of mobility impairment 

As various authors on public transport have argued, establishing an appropriate 

technological configuration of public transport networks is only part of the problem, 

and solution (Low, 2013; Mees, 2010).  They argue that then needs to be an 

engagement with the socio-political process that governs transportation policy 

generally and governs the operation of public transportation networks specifically.  

Challenging the established interests that promote the motor car and road building 

as both and economic and planning framework is seen to be an essential component 

of better public transport networks (Stone & Legacy, 2013).  That is by establishing 

public transport as the policy priority, rather than freeways, the level of acceptance 

across a range of institutions facilitates a more cooperative approach to planning 

and implementing public transport, rather than the current antagonistic relationship 

between various parts of government.  It also potentially redirects funding away 

from major road building projects, to public transport projects which are often 

secondary considerations in the list of public expenditure. 

   

Collectively these principles set out a concept of public transport that represents a 

minimum standard in order for the service to be useful to the people of Sydney as a 

genuine alternative to private transport.  While some of the elements are 

institutional in their characteristic, as described above, the first two (400:15) have a 

distinctly spatial component, that is where useful services are actually located.  

While anyone who has used public transport in many cities can attest to a clear 

spatially differentiated landscape in access, there has been relatively little academic 

work to represent or understand the consequences.  In this vein, and as a tool for 



 

Sydney Alliance to campaign on public transport, the ‘400:15’ concept was mapped 

across Sydney to show firstly where there are currently services that do operate, and 

second where services operate at a level we consider to be an acceptable standard, 

see Figure 1.  What is noticeable is that while there is very good coverage of 

transport services generally, when factoring in the location of ‘useful’ services, that 

is services that meet the minimum 15 minute standard, the map displays a clear 

spatial bias to certain parts of Sydney.  The map reveals where an acceptable level of 

service is located, but most importantly it reveals the ‘gap’ in this service coverage, 

that is, areas where services do not meet this standard.   

 

Of course this spatial ‘gap’ in the technical network is only part of the point, and as 

with many other processes operating across Australian cities, is also potentially a 

social gap.   In their analysis of the exposure of households exposure to increasing oil 

and mortgage costs (VAMPIRE index), Dodson and Sipe (2007) observed a clear 

spatial concentration of vulnerabilities in suburban areas of Australia’s major cities.  

Similarly Randolph and Tice (2014) show the progressive concentration of 

disadvantage households into peripheral suburban areas of Sydney linked to the 

neoliberalisation of urban Australia.  A general observation would suggest some 

relationship between the VAMPIRE analysis, concentrations of disadvantaged 

households and ‘400:15’ maps (Figure1).  The implications for transport are clear in 

that the general trend towards higher fuel prices and other financial stresses within 

households will severely restrict the transport potential and therefore social and 

economic opportunity of many households with limited access to alternative forms 

of (i.e. public) transport.  So in returning to the concept of a just transit system, we 

are not only concerned with where adequate services are and are not located, but 

who is and who isn’t able to access these services.    
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