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Overview 

Transport is a social determinant of health and ensuring appropriate access to 
transport is a key goal of ACTCOSS’ advocacy work. In 2016 ACTCOSS 
therefore produced a Cost of Living Report which tracks changes in transport 
costs (Pilbrow 2016). This document presents a summary of the findings from 
that research.  

Our research highlights some positive moves in transport costs. The Consumer 
Price Index (CPI) for all transport in Canberra over the last year actually 
decreased (-1.7 percent), which was below the 0.7 percent increase in CPI for 
all groups for Canberra (ABS 2016, Data 5) and marginally below the national 
CPI for all transport of -1.4 percent (ABS 2016, Data 6). There was, however, 
significant variation in the way the individual components, which contribute to 
the overall CPI figure, changed. The purchase prices of new cars rose by only 
0.5 percent, while cost of spare parts and accessories rose by 5.4 percent and 
cost of maintenance and repairs rose by 1.4 percent. The fuel price dropped 
dramatically by 13.1 percent, which was the main driver of the overall 1.7 
percent decrease in the CPI for transport, while urban transport fares increased 
by 2.4 percent (ABS 2016, Data 5). 

However, the overall decline in transport costs conceals rises in some specific 
transport costs. While benefits from falling petrol prices are a welcome relief to 
everyone in the community, areas of transport that showed a price increase are 
likely to disproportionately impact on people on low incomes. The 
disproportionate impact of fluctuations in transport costs is discussed below.  

Our research further highlights that, based on the most recent Household 
Expenditure Survey (HES) data (ABS 2011a, Table 23A), Canberra has the 
second highest expenditure on transport amongst capital cities in the country. 
Darwin, the city with the highest transport expenditure was $233.78, with 
Canberra only marginally behind on $232.23. In terms of the proportion of 
household income expended on transport, Canberra sits at third highest 
(spending 15.1 percent of weekly expenditure), behind Darwin and Melbourne. 
Only housing (19.6 percent) and food (15.4 percent) constitute greater 
expenditure areas for Canberra households (ABS 2011a, Table 23A). In fact, 
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Canberra households spend almost as much on transport ($232) as they do on 
food ($235) (ABS 2011a, Table 23A). Apart from Darwin (and the NT as a 
whole), where expenditure on transport in fact does exceed expenditure on 
food, all other capital cities spend between $15 and $40 more per week on food 
than on transport (ABS 2011a, Tables 231, 27A).1 This data strongly suggests 
that transport costs are considerable in the ACT and further compound the cost 
of living challenges faced by people on low incomes in meeting their transport 
needs.  

The transport needs of people living with disability are a particular focus of our 
Cost of Living report. Accessible transport options are a key cost of living factor 
for people with disability that impacts on access to work, health care, services, 
social, community and other events and opportunities (see for example Gough 
2015, p.12). People living with disability who do not drive currently face limited 
choices when it comes to accessible travel options in the ACT. In particular, 
people living with disability have a heightened reliance on transport options 
such as taxis and therefore have a heightened need for an affordable, 
accessible, high-quality and safe taxi system. In relation to taxi costs, for peak 
rates, Canberra has: the highest flag fall rate; the third highest distance per 
kilometre rate; the third highest waiting time per hour rate and equal third 
highest airport rank fee (Taxi Fare Calculator 2016). While not as high, the 
general off-peak rates for Canberra are still some of the highest in the country 
(ranking second to fourth in the corresponding categories above). The impact 
Uber may or may not have on these costs is not yet clear. 

The ACT Government can help reduce the unfair impact of increasing costs of 
transport through: 

 Public transport redesign and increased supply, especially for services for 
people needing services outside of the 9-5 peak commuting hours on 
Monday to Friday; 

 Infrastructure renewal – prioritising supply and renewal of low cost 
housing, and employment opportunities, in well serviced public transport 
areas; 

 Adequate and properly targeted concessions; 

 Progressive fee structures for fines, fees and charges. 

  

                                                 

 
1  In terms of states/territories, as compared to capital cities, the gap between the expenditure on food 

and transport is much narrower – in the NT transport expenditure is greater than food expenditure; and 
in Queensland food expenditure is only $1 more than transport expenditure. The narrower gap in states 
and territories partly reflects the increased costs of transport in states/territories with larger remote 
populations (ABS 2011a, Table 27A). 
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Key findings at a glance 

 Based on the most recent HES data (ABS 2011a, Table 23A) Canberra 
and Darwin have by far the highest expenditure on transport amongst 
capital cities in the country. From the survey figures, which relate to the 
2009–10 period, Darwin expenditure was $233.78, with Canberra only 
marginally behind on $232.23. 

 In terms of the proportion of household income expended on transport, 
Canberra sits at third highest (spending 15.1 percent of weekly 
expenditure), behind Darwin and Melbourne. Only housing (19.6 percent) 
and food (15.4 percent) constitute greater expenditure areas for Canberra 
households (ABS 2011a, Table 23A). In fact, Canberra households spend 
almost as much on transport ($232) as they do on food ($235) (ABS 
2011a, Table 23A). Apart from Darwin (and the NT as a whole), where 
expenditure on transport in fact does exceed expenditure on food, all other 
capital cities spend between $15 and $40 more per week on food than on 
transport (ABS 2011a, Tables 231, 27A). 

 The ACT has the highest expenditure on vehicle registration in the country 
($38.75). It is far higher than any other jurisdiction in the country (27 
percent higher than the next highest, New South Wales (NSW)) and 36 
percent higher than the national average ($28.57) (ABS 2011a). 

 The CPI for all transport in Canberra over the last year actually decreased 
(-1.7 percent), which was below the 0.7 percent increase in CPI for all 
groups for Canberra (ABS 2016, Data 5) and marginally below the national 
CPI for all transport of -1.4 percent (ABS 2016, Data 6). 

 There was significant variation in the way the individual components, 
which contribute to the overall CPI figure, changed in the last year. The 
purchase prices of new cars rose by only 0.5 percent, while cost of spare 
parts and accessories rose by 5.4 percent and cost of maintenance and 
repairs rose by 1.4 percent. The fuel price dropped dramatically by 13.1 
percent, which was the main driver of the overall 1.7 percent decrease in 
the CPI for transport, while urban transport fares increased by 2.4 percent 
(ABS 2016, Data 5). Other CPI price rises, while they may look relatively 
high (for example, 5.4 percent in spare parts and accessories: ABS 2016, 
Data 5) have less of an impact on the overall CPI for transport, as they 
constitute a smaller proportion of transport expenditure. 

 Over the past six years, the transport CPI for Canberra (6.4 percent) has 
moved roughly in line with the national movement in the CPI for transport 
(6.2 percent). Both figures have been much lower than the generic CPI 
rises in Canberra (11.9 percent) and nationally (15.2 percent) (ABS 2016, 
Data 5, 6).  

 Across the six years from 2009-2015, the most dramatic rise in a transport 
category has been in the ‘other services in relation to transport’ CPI 
subcategory, which includes items of expenditure such as motor vehicle 
registration, roadworthiness tests, drivers licence fees, parking fees, 
driving lessons and tollway charges (ABS 2011b). This CPI subcategory 
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has gone up by 31.9 percent – five times the rate of the transport CPI for 
Canberra and nearly three times the rate of the generic CPI for Canberra 
over the same time (ABS 2016, Data 5). 

 Registration and compulsory third party insurance costs have risen (28.7 
percent combined) at a rate well above the generic CPI (11.9 percent) and 
well above (five times) the transport CPI (6.4 percent) for Canberra over 
the last six years (data derived from ACT Government 2003, p.1; NRMA 
2009, p.1; ACT Government 2009, p.4, 10; ACT Government 2015, p.3; 
ACT Government 2016a; ABS 2016, Data). 

 There has been a nearly 20 percent price rise over the past six years in 
the CPI for urban transport fares. This price rise is 1.5 times the generic 
CPI rise and nearly three times the rise in the transport CPI for Canberra. 
It is a trend that has occurred in four other capital cities in Australia. 

 MyWay fares have risen at a rate higher than the CPI for urban transport 
for Canberra during the last four years. The rise in the concession 
weekday cap fare has risen far higher than all of the other fares and the 
CPI for urban transport fares. The dramatic increase in January 2015 in 
the concession weekday cap fare (on top of the regular increase applied to 
public bus fares each year) was a result of an additional increase ‘in line 
with the ACT Government strategy to progressively align concession 
entitlements with other jurisdictions, where concession fares are 50 
percent of adult fares’ (ACT Government 2016b).  

 Households whose primary source of income is Newstart or a study 
payment spent more on public transport, as a proportion of income, than 
other households. The CPI for public transport has risen faster (urban 
public transport) than the transport CPI and the generic CPI. 

 People on unemployment and study payments spend nearly twice as 
much on public transport as those on disability and carer payments and 
more than three times more than age pensioners. The greater expenditure 
of people on Newstart and Youth Allowance is significant because those 
payments are much lower than the Age Pension and Disability Support 
Pension, suggesting that any increase in public transport prices will impact 
proportionately more on unemployed people and students than any other 
low-income group. 

 People who receive disability and carer payments (15.4 percent) pay close 
to the national average (15.6 percent) and above the lowest second, third 
and fourth income quintile average proportion of household expenditure 
figures. 

 The proportion of household expenditure which goes to fuel is fairly 
standard across all categories, but it is notable that welfare recipient 
households spend more on fuel than other low-income households both in 
absolute terms and as a proportion of their total expenditure. 

 Households with people receiving disability and carer payments pay above 
the national average as a proportion of their income on fuel (4.2 percent 
versus 4.1 percent). It is noteworthy also that people on unemployment 
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and study benefits (4.6 percent) and family support payments (4.3 
percent) also pay above the national average (ABS 2011c). 

Transport costs have differential impacts 

The impacts of price rises in different areas of transport expenditure are not felt 
evenly across the community. The various price increases have a 
disproportionate impact on some low income households because: 

 Expenditure that is less discretionary, such as registration, licence and 
parking fees and other charges) has risen faster than the expenditure 
areas where there is more flexibility to reduce expenditure (for example, 
vehicle purchase). 

 People with disability use taxis more regularly than other people in our 
community. This is born out in data that compares expenditure patterns of 
people receiving disability and carer benefits with other welfare recipients. 
People with disability are therefore particularly impacted by increases in 
taxi fares, which have also gone up faster than the CPI. 

 Money spent on transport reduces money available for other essential 
goods and services, further exacerbating poverty and social exclusion for 
people who are on low incomes and already face significant poverty and 
disadvantage. 

For a fuller account of transport costs in the ACT see the full Cost of Living 
Report:  

 ACT Cost of Living Report: Transport, Full Data Report (PDF): 
http://www.actcoss.org.au/publications/2016-report-act-cost-of-living-
transport-full-data.pdf  

 ACT Cost of Living Report: Transport, Full Data Report (Word docx): 
http://www.actcoss.org.au/publications/2016-report-act-cost-of-living-
transport-full-data.docx  
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