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Last week Victorians awoke to their very own Groundhog Day , with the Victorian government
signing a contract  to build the
controversial A$6.7 billion West Gate Tunnel Project. 

Like the controversial East West Link, this project has no electoral mandate, and was rushed
through the formal planning processes. It’s also part of a trend seen in other Australian states
for projects to be announced before alternative planning options are considered.

Read more: East West Link shows miserable failure of planning process

The project  will affect 13km of Melbourne’s inner west. It will have 3km of twin tunnels, 5km of
double-decked 6-lane roads and many added freeway lanes, culminating in city-bound
off-ramps. 

Contracts have been signed for this project, for which toll-road monopolist Transurban will put
up A$4 billion of the capital cost. 

Using new provisions for &ldquo;market-led&rdquo;  infrastructure proposals, the project has
avoided public scrutiny. It was an &ldquo;
unsolicited project&rdquo;
presented by Transurban to the government, meaning there was no tender, and in our opinion
Transurban has become the de-facto transport planning agency. 

Deja vu?

After the 2014 state election, the new Victorian government fulfilled its controversial election
promise to cancel the East West Link (EWL).
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http://www.imdb.com/title/tt0107048/plotsummary
https://www.premier.vic.gov.au/west-gate-tunnel-contracts-signed-construction-starts-in-weeks/
https://theconversation.com/east-west-link-shows-miserable-failure-of-planning-process-40232
http://westgatetunnelproject.vic.gov.au/wgt/
http://www.dtf.vic.gov.au/Infrastructure-Delivery/Market-led-proposals/Market-led-Proposals-Guideline
https://www.claytonutz.com/knowledge/2014/february/victoria-releases-new-unsolicited-proposal-guideline-for-projects-and-services
https://www.claytonutz.com/knowledge/2014/february/victoria-releases-new-unsolicited-proposal-guideline-for-projects-and-services
http://www.abc.net.au/news/2015-12-09/auditor-general-reports-on-east-west-link-costs/7012618
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We supported cancellation because of improper process and lack of evidence-based planning,
believing it would create a city Melburnians do not want to live in. Many of these views were
supported by findings of the Victorian Auditor General.

Three years on, the Victorian government has expedited contract closure for an equally bad
road project. The West Gate Tunnel is 12 times larger than the A$500 million West Gate
Distributor
promised by the Australian Labor Party in 2014. The government 
hasn&rsquo;t clearly established
the need for the larger project.

Expert opposition

Just before contracts were signed, 28 Victorian urban planning, transport, health, safety and
engineering experts expressed deep concerns  to state parliamentarians. They called for an
integrated transport plan for Melbourne and Victoria, as required under the 
Transport Integration Act (2010)
. 

Their open letter accompanied a report  outlining serious problems with the West Gate Tunnel
project, summed up in two key concerns. 

First, transport planning for Melbourne lacks an evidence base, rigour, transparency and
independent peer review. Decisions to undertake projects often precede their justification. 

Second, recent decisions to proceed with major road projects have not considered viable
alternatives, as required by the Act. Public transport, active travel, or behaviour change
alternatives that would make better use of existing assets have not been tested. This is not
unique to Victoria: New South Wales and Western Australia have similarly proposed
controversial toll road projects without considering alternatives. 

Parliament should put the West Gate Tollway on hold to allow democratic review, while
preparing an integrated Victorian transport plan. The academic community and the many
community sector advocacy groups stand ready to assist in this process.
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https://www.audit.vic.gov.au/report/east-west-link-project
https://www.premier.vic.gov.au/straight-to-work-5000-trucks-off-the-west-gate/
https://www.premier.vic.gov.au/straight-to-work-5000-trucks-off-the-west-gate/
https://theconversation.com/impending-traffic-chaos-beware-the-problematic-west-gate-tunnel-forecasts-79331
http://www.theage.com.au/victoria/melbourne-an-international-pariah-on-west-gate-tunnel-experts-warn-20171207-h00use.html
http://economicdevelopment.vic.gov.au/transport/legislation/transport-integration-act
http://apo.org.au/system/files/122421/apo-nid122421-499941.pdf
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Look to other cities

The Victorian government’s recent decisions to pursue the North East Link  and West Gate
Tunnel are a regrettable retreat from at least two decades of metropolitan and state planning
strategies based on strong in-principle commitments to public transport over private car-based
solutions.

This retreat begs the vital question at the heart of the planning process: what kind of city-region
do we want to be?

Cities around the world have responded to that same question in different ways. Many have
made a long-term commitment to expanding public transport  to enable car-free cities . Soon,
central London will have a car-free area equivalent to 
a third of Melbourne&rsquo;s CBD
. In some cases, cities have 
decommissioned inner-city motorways
. Few cities continue to build motorways that bring car-based traffic into the inner city;
Melbourne appears to be one exception.

Read more: Impending traffic chaos? Beware the problematic West Gate Tunnel forecasts

We believe the West Gate Tunnel will be unable to meet its objectives , its benefits have been
overstated, and on top of the state’s inadequate transport planning, the market-led process to
fund it has been opaque.

Parliament should limit its support for strategic road investment in Melbourne’s inner west to the
A$500 million West Gate Distributor. This project was proposed to remove trucks from
residential streets as part of the 2014 ALP election platform. This is one election promise
Melbourne cannot afford to have broken.
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http://www.theage.com.au/victoria/route-chosen-for-new-melbourne-freeway-20171123-gzryck.html
https://link.springer.com/content/pdf/10.1007/BF01099212.pdf
http://www.businessinsider.com/cities-going-car-free-2017-2/?r=AU&amp;IR=T/#hamburg-is-making-it-easier-not-to-drive-4
https://www.citylab.com/transportation/2017/11/london-oxford-street-pedestrian-plan-buses-car-ban/545171/
https://www.gizmodo.com.au/2014/03/6-freeway-demolitions-that-changed-their-cities-forever/
https://theconversation.com/impending-traffic-chaos-beware-the-problematic-west-gate-tunnel-forecasts-79331
http://apo.org.au/system/files/122421/apo-nid122421-499941.pdf
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Not a done deal

Transport projects are never fully immune from electoral politics. This is particularly the case for
projects where planning is called into question. 

Eleven months out from the next state election, the West Gate Tunnel project still has to pass a
number of hurdles. One is the legislation to allow a 10-year extension of CityLink tolls. The
government has said the state will cover Transurban’s A$4 billion stake if the toll extension is
rejected, but the project is a bad one, however it is funded. 

The project must also pass another hurdle: the planning scheme amendment GC65  facilitating
the West Gate Tunnel which can be revoked by either house of the Victorian Parliament. This
process was recently used to 
stop a 13-storey tower planned above a suburban Melbourne train station
. 

However, as has been reported, Transurban thinks it does not require planning approval from
the state government . If this is true, then what was the Envir
onmental Effects Assessment
process and the preparation of Amendment GC65 all about? 

Allowing a private corporation to adopt the roles of a state planning agency, infrastructure
provider and toll collector without the need for parliamentary approval puts us in uncharted and
dangerous territory.

Crystal Legacy has previously received funding from the Australian Research Council

Ian Woodcock has worked on independent academic research projects funded by the Australian
Research Council, the Victorian State Government, various local governments and private
sector organisations. He is a member of various not-for-profit, non-politically aligned groups
campaigning for improvements to transport and planning.
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http://planning-schemes.delwp.vic.gov.au/updates-and-amendments/amendment?id=3F3E6902F9B4AD1BCA2580FF001975A1
http://www.theage.com.au/victoria/controversial-ormond-station-tower-blocked-in-rare-move-20171115-gzm5i9.html
http://www.smh.com.au/business/transurban-group-to-raise-1-9b-to-fund-west-gate-tunnel-project-20171211-p4yxm5.html
http://www.smh.com.au/business/transurban-group-to-raise-1-9b-to-fund-west-gate-tunnel-project-20171211-p4yxm5.html
https://www.planning.vic.gov.au/environment-assessment/projects/west-gate-tunnel-project
https://www.planning.vic.gov.au/environment-assessment/projects/west-gate-tunnel-project
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Jago Dodson is named on projects for which RMIT University receives funding from NESP
CAUL, AHURI, Committee for Geelong and the National Growth Areas Alliance. Jago is
required by RMIT University to participate in the Unisuper Superannuation Fund, which owns 10
per cent of shares in Transurban, the proponent of the Westgate Tunnel Project. 

John Stone is a member of the Public Transport Users Association. He has received funding
from the ARC, and from State and local governments for various projects on transport planning
and politics.

Nathan Pittman receives funding from the Australian Government's Research Training Program
and the Australia Awards Endeavour Research Fellowship.

Sophie Sturup has previously received funding from Volvo Educational Research Foundation
through Omega Project 2, Bartlett School of Planning, University College London. 

Authors: Crystal Legacy, Senior Lecturer in Urban Planning, University of Melbourne

Read more http://theconversation.com/transurbans-west-gate-tollway-is-a-road-into-uncharted
-territory-89164
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