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Attention:  Nick Murphy and Janet Bingham.

Dear Sir,

I refer to the opportunity offered by Council to the general community and specific interest groups to comment on the recently released Draft Bathurst Regional Community Access and Cycling Plan, 2011.  I understand that the intent of this is as a contribution to the review and adjustment of the Draft pending its final presentation to Council for endorsement in May 2011. 

I write this submission as an active commuter and recreation cyclist and walker as well as a member of Bathurst and District Bicycle Users Group (BADBUG), the Combined Bathurst Bicycle Users Group (CBBUG) and Council’s Cycle Facilities Working Group.  No doubt these Groups will be able to provide you with further advice reflecting the wider cycling community’s perspective of the Plan.
The successes so far.

Prior to addressing the current Draft Plan, it is worth reflecting on the significant initial progress that has been made by Council, with the support of the Bathurst regional community, in beginning to work towards an effective, efficient and integrated cycle and access system for the Bathurst Region.  That success is undoubtedly attributable to many people within Council and the wider community and their persistence in pursuing the implementation of the 1993 Cycle Plan.
There are many examples of that Plan’s success over and beyond the specifics of the individual projects that have been reported at the Council Bicycle Facilities Working Party.  They include such things as:

· Building community support for Council and its efforts to achieve elements of the regions sustainability through an improved cycle and pedestrian system.
· Strengthening the trust between Council and the community in matters of the cycle and pedestrian system.
· Tapping into the considerable community expertise available in this area.

· Demonstrating and showcasing what can be achieved across a range of projects including off road cycle ways and associated facilities and community cycle events.

· Fostering significant community involvement and good will through regular engagement via the Council convened Cycle Facilities Working Party.
I have no doubt that the hosting by Council of the Cycle Facilities Working Party via its well defined Terms of Reference, together with a modest annual implementation budget has been a major contributor to what has been achieved through the 1993 Plan. 
Continuing to work with these important factors will undoubtedly foster ongoing success for Council in the future.

Doing things better.

While celebrating the successes to date, it’s important to also reflect on what could have been done better.  

There is no doubt that Council and the community would like to have been doing more, to be achieving it all in a shorter timeframe and that there have been some frustrations in the implementation process since Council endorsed the 1993 Cycle Plan.  Further to this there have been occasions when specific points of disagreement and misunderstanding have arisen.

In particular there have been problems in ad hoc implementation, delays in filling obvious gaps in the system and in achieving a coherent cycle system that could be navigated simply and safely by both novice and experienced riders.  There have also been disagreements between the community and Council on the specifics of particular priorities and routes.
My assessment is that over above these problems, the successes have been closely linked to when there was consistency in staffing of the position to drive the Cycle Plan within Council and to the regularity of meetings of the Facilities Working Party.  The difficulties for Council in staff turnover and managing a busy agenda are acknowledged here as are the problems in consistently mustering community members to contribute to the discussions and the formulation of advice to Council.

The 2011 Draft Plan.
Overall the 2011 Draft Plan is both appropriately reactionary to lessons learnt from the implementation of the 1993 Plan and visionary in addressing current realities.  These include increasing population, changing settlement patterns and evolving community values in relation to commuting, concerns for the environment as well as increasing fuel costs and aspirations towards exercise, health, recreation and sport.

I believe the Draft Plan:
1. Correctly addresses the need for facilities to be built into new suburbs and employment localities at the sub division stage via developer contribution levees.   This is a major initiative and will avoid the large ongoing problems experienced in trying to effectively retrofit cycle and pedestrian facilities into the existing city. 
2. Addresses the retrofitting of priority on road cycle ways and facilities, including their marking and signing.  This has been a major point of non achievement from the 1993 Plan.

3. Correctly prioritises the filling of existing system gaps and the achievement of a well mapped and promoted, cohesive system of both on and off road cycle ways.

4. At last offers not just one but a number of innovative off and on road options for linking Raglan and Perthville to the City, including linkages to major tourist and industrial sites.

5. Integrates cycle and pedestrian access to a number of very important riparian and native vegetation corridors with particular reference to the Sawpit Creek and Macquarie Casuarina Riparian Forest Corridors but also to lesser reserves.

6. Provides the potential for major loop routes around the developing city showcasing the rural and urban landscape with their important natural and cultural values.

7. Addresses the need for associated facilities such as bike racks, seats, toilets etc across the system.

8. Forecasts the provision of an online reporting system for the community to assist Council with maintenance and safety matters.

9. Flags the provision of a cycle training facility and programs,

10. Recognises the need to address younger and less experienced riders and especially the issue of children safely commuting to school.

How can this Draft be improved?

The document could be significantly strengthened by:

1. Drawing out a long term community vision with appropriate milestones and targets for the cycle and access system.  This could be easily sourced from the quite inspirational expressions provided by the community during this Drafts consultation phase.  The Plan needs to excite the community both in its content but also in its presentation.  The flagged “Bathurst, a cycle friendly community” project in the Plan is an obvious start and potential centre piece to this process.
2. The strategic strength of the Plan could be considerably improved with some basic data that sets out the substantial population growth rates and changes to settlement patterns that are occurring in Bathurst Region.  The region continues to grow and change at a challenging rate creating quite onerous demands on Council to maintain and improve community well being across its diverse responsibilities.
3. Similarly some basic data on cycle ownership, annual sales and growth rates would add much strategic weight to the argument for enhanced funding for facilities and programs.  The cycle shops would be a good start up source of information.
4. The Plan should clearly acknowledge the major drivers in the community for changes in the way they travel and commute ie, individual and community well being relating to environmental concerns, increasing fuel costs, fitness and health aspirations, desires for community interaction etc, all of which create powerful connections to Council’s Social and Community Plan.

5. While broadly describing potential funding sources, the Plan does not appear to propose an effective implementation process.  This is a major shortcoming and must be addressed.  I suggest that Council’s existing Cycle Facilities Working Party and associated Terms of Reference is a successful model that could be improved and used or adapted to suite the existing Draft Plan.  Such a community engagement model together with appropriate plan implementation targets, review, tracking and reporting mechanisms are essential.  All these factors are critical if the plan is to be successfully implemented, the vision for cycling and access realised and the desired level of community well being achieved.
6. The community engagement mechanisms flagged above are also the best way to manage and resolve the conflicts and disagreements that are likely to arise in the detail of the implementation phase of the Plan.

7. The major emerging source of conflict involving the sharing of cycle and walkways as well as roads in a climate of increasing population and facilities use should be given more prominence in the Plan with greater clarity of how it will be addressed.

8. The focus of the Plan has been exclusively on sealed routes and could be strengthened with the recognition of existing, proposed and potential natural surface routes eg Boundary Road Reserve walking track system, the flood levees and the proposed Mount Panorama Woodland Access Project RV13 (Currently Priority No 20) from the Bathurst Vegetation Management Plan(VMP).
9. Many of the proposed programs, projects and actions in the Draft Plan are outside Council’s direct control involving amongst others, private landholders, developers, the RTA and State Rail.  The Plan should be more upfront in recognising the key community leadership role of Council in strongly advocating, facilitating and negotiating the planned outcome on behalf of the community.
10. The diversity of projects and programs proposed indicate the critical need for a whole of Council ownership of the Plan.  The mechanisms that will create this outcome across all the relevant Council divisions should be flagged in the Plan.
11. It seems unusual that in ranking projects in the plan there is a reference to “low priority”.  Surely if proposals have managed to be developed to the point they are quoted in the Plan, they are deserving of a more positive category.  While this may seem to be semantics, it is my experience that it could be quite critical in future negotiations for funds and implementation.  I suggest the use of more appropriate terminology.
12. In a similar vein, a review of the “action” words associated with projects and programs appear to be quite weak and open.  The Plan would be strengthened with more assertive language to match the vision and the aspiration of the Plan.
No doubt there are many matters of detail that I have not addressed or highlighted in this submission as I have endeavoured to understand and comment on some of the broader issues relating to the Draft Plan.  I am sure that you will receive feedback from others that may support or contradict my contributions and hopefully pick up on more operational details that I have overlooked. 
I trust you find this submission positive and useful to your task of review and finalisation of the plan.  Please feel to contact me for further detail or discussion.

Yours faithfully

Chris Marshall

8/03/11 

