
3

INFRASTRUCTURE SERVICES COMMITTEE

15 NOVEMBER 2017
1

CITY LOOP BUS SERVICE

Bruce Gardiner | 1/3/21-20 | #5574895

RECOMMENDATION:

It is recommended that Council: 

1. Does not proceed with the City Loop Bus at this point in time due to the 
potential low patronage and high operating cost. 

2. Continues to discuss public transport for Cairns with the State Government 
and work collaboratively with TransLink to investigate ways to make 
improvements to the existing bus services and consider ways to encourage 
transport mode share towards public transport. 

3. Continues with the broader discussion paper and investigation on Future 
Sustainable Public Transport for the Cairns region. This may include 
revisiting a City Loop Bus in the medium term.

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY:

Council requested a report on the practicalities and costs associated with the 
implementation of a City Loop Bus service at the April 2017 Ordinary meeting. 
Consulting firm ARUP were subsequently engaged to investigate and prepare a 
discussion paper for consideration by Council. ARUP presented their draft findings at a 
workshop with Council in August 2017. 

This report to Council provides a summary of the findings in the ARUP discussion paper 
and recommends that Council not pursue the option of a City Loop Bus at this point in 
time for a range of reasons including the potential low patronage and high operating 
cost versus the possible benefits gained.

It should be noted that Council has implemented, or is implementing a range of 
initiatives to reduce the need for a City Loop service and make the CBD more ‘walkable’ 
including: 

Improved availability of carparks 
Upgrades of Shields, Lake and proposed Florence Streets 
Adoption of a Tropical Urbanism policy that encourages large awnings
Funding in this year’s budget for a wayfinding signage strategy
Progressive footpath upgrades
Improved ease of crossing at signalised intersections with the countdown timers 
The upgrade of street lighting. 
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BACKGROUND:

At the April Ordinary Council requested a report on the practicalities and costs 
associated with the implementation of a City Loop Bus service. Council subsequently 
engaged ARUP to investigate and prepare a discussion paper for consideration by 
Council. 

The purpose of a loop bus service provided to ARUP included the following:

Facilitate short trips around the CBD
Encourage tourist trips between destinations around the CBD
Help to alleviate traffic congestion along critical streets 
Reduce the demand for parking within the CBD area. 

The discussion paper explored the function a City loop service would play and the 
potential operational requirements of introducing such a service. The options developed 
in the discussion paper are based on a desk top review of existing data and documents, 
discussions with the CRC transport team, and benchmarking of other bus loop services.

Documents reviewed included the following:

Cairns Transit Network (CTN) Concept Design Report, DTMR (2010) 
Shuttle Bus Park and Ride Facilities for Cairns Discussion Paper, Planz (2010) 
Car Parking Assessment, Findings and Solutions for Discussion, Cardno (2015) 
Initial draft of Public Transport discussion paper, Arup (2017).

Cities where loop buses operate currently that were benchmarked were Ballarat, Perth, 
Townsville, Auckland and Christchurch in New Zealand, Stratford and Hertfordshire in 
the UK.

The critical issues for the success or otherwise of a loop bus service identified by Arup 
included:

The potential numbers of passengers 
Motivators for use of the service
Service area options
Financial costs and contractual agreements
Impact on existing transport services
Coordination with regulated parking in the CBD.

COMMENT:

Learnings from Benchmarking

ARUP summarised the lessons learned from benchmarking loop services in other 
locations as follows:

Simple routes are more effective 
Service can be connected to car parks to potentially reduce vehicle circulation but 
this is only feasible if kerbside parking is scarcely available or charged at a high 
premium 

Agenda – Infrastructure Services Committee 15 November 2017 5591321



5

The operation of loop services can conflict with existing public transport services 
The introduction of loop service can be seen to conflict with measures to 
encourage active transport as they often operate over distances that can easily be 
undertaken by walking or cycling 
Frequency and hours of operation are critical attributes 
Where loops are used, they should ideally be two-way. 

Potential Patrons

In terms of the potential patronage of a loop service, ARUP identified the following 
based on 2016 and 2011 ABS data:

The population in the CBD/North Cairns area is 11,439 with 3,689 working in the 
CBD
Approximately 17,400 people from across the Cairns region are employed in the 
CBD/North Cairns
On average there are about 27,000 visitors a day to the CBD. 
Only 4.1% of people in the Cairns region travel to work using public transport 
(bus/taxi) The majority of people use personal transport (48.2%), or walk/cycle to 
work (18.4%).

While it is difficult to know the number of patrons who might use a loop bus service, the 
report provided some estimates based on assumptions on the percentage of workers or 
tourists that might. These estimates range from essentially 0 through to 1097.

Loop Bus Options

ARUP developed 4 potential loop bus routes (attachment 1) that were reviewed for 
potential patronage and operational costs. The options are summarised in the following 
table. The first 3 options were point to point services between new park and ride 
locations along Spence Street and Lake Street for different lengths. Option 3 was the 
longest service running from Cannon Park to the Airport. The 4th option was more of a 
traditional loop route servicing the CBD only. 

Table 1 - Possible City Loop Bus routes investigated

Option 1 Option 2 Option 3 Option 4 
Point to point service 
between new park 
and ride locations at 
Draper Street 
(adjacent to Council 
Offices) and Charles 
Street site (opposite 
the Cock and Bull 
Pub) via Spence 
Street, and Lake 
Street – 6.5km

As per route 1 but 
extended to serve 
new park and ride site 
at Lilly Street instead 
of Charles Street 
location – 8.8km

As per route 1a but 
with extension to a 
new park and ride site 
at Cannon Park in the 
south via Spence 
Street and little 
Spence Street which 
requires a new road 
link across the river 
and Cairns Airport to 
the north via Lake 
Street and Airport 
Avenue – 20.2km

Loop service via new 
park and ride site at 
Charles Street, 
Esplanade, Abbot 
Street, Shields Street, 
Esplanade, Spence 
Street, Lake Street, 
Hartley Street, 
Sheridan Street, 
McLeod Street, Aplin 
Street, Grafton Street 
and Charles Street 
park and ride – 5.9km

Estimated Costs 
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Given the walkability of the CBD and the generally quick drive time in a private vehicle 
along the routes, in order for any of the options to be successful, the frequency of bus 
service (headway time) would need to be quite short. Provision of a frequent bus 
services would require a number of buses to operate at any one time - at least in peak 
times. Hence the number of buses required to operate ranges from 3 with 15 minute 
headway, and up to 25 for 5 minute headway for Option 3. 

ARUP used three different methods to estimate the operating costs of the different 
options. The range of annual operating costs for the different options for running a City 
Loop Bus service are from $0.4 million up to $6.5 million for the longest route Option 3 
as shown in the following table.

Table 2 - Operating cost estimates

Option $100,000 per bus 
per annum (Planz 
2010)

105 cents per km 
(ATAPG)

$6.11 per km 
(BITRE)

1 $800,000 $357,739 $2,081,701 
2 $1,100,000 $484,324 $2,818,303 
3 $2,500,000 $1,111,743 $6,469,288 
4 $1,600,000 $649,434 $3,779,089 
ATAPG is Australian Transport Assessment and Planning Guidelines
BITRE is Bureau of Infrastructure Transport and Regional Economics

Free or Paid Service

An option for recovering at least some of the operating costs of running a City Loop Bus 
would be to charge fares for the service. The benchmarking demonstrated that the most 
successful loop bus services operate free of charge. Patrons either did not take up the 
service or reduced use of the service once a fare was brought in. In order to encourage 
use, it would be recommended that the service be offered free of charge should it 
proceed.

Legal and Contractual Arrangements

The Transport Operations (Passenger Transport) Act 1994 (TOPTA) introduced the 
system of service contracts under which operators in restricted markets like Cairns, are 
held accountable for providing minimum levels of service. Cairns is a prescribed area 
under the TOPTA and forms a regional bus service that is currently contracted to 
Transit Australia Group (TAG), Sunbus. Any additional bus service would require offer 
and negotiation with TAG/Sunbus.

It is likely that a City Loop Bus, particularly if operated free of charge to passengers, 
would attract some patrons from existing paid services. This matter would need further 
investigation should the City Loop Bus proceed.

OPTIONS:

The recommended option is for Council to not proceed with the City Loop Bus at this 
point in time due to the potential low patronage and high operating cost. Further 
consideration should be given to the option in the medium term or as other impacting 
factors change.
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Council does have the option of proceeding with a City Loop Bus. However, there are a 
number of unqualified risks to the success of the service at this point in time. These 
would need to be further explored to gain more certainty of the potential costs of running 
the service.

CONSIDERATIONS:

Risk Management:

The key risks in moving forward with a City Loop Bus at this point in time are that the 
number of patrons that would use the service is most likely to be low and the operating 
costs are high. A service would also be competing with private use vehicles with low 
cost parking in the CBD and the walkable nature of the CBD due to the small footprint. 

There are a number of hotels and small operators who run shuttle type services in the 
CBD currently. Council may be criticised for taking patrons from these services if a loop 
bus was introduced.

Council Finance and the Local Economy:

There are currently no funds set aside in the Council budget or 10-year financial plan for 
the operation of a City Loop Bus. There may be opportunities for external funding for 
such a service in the future.

Community and Cultural Heritage:

The introduction of a City Loop Bus would improve public transport options for 
commuters in the catchment zone and tourists. There would also be a number of jobs 
created from the operation of a City loop service.

Natural Environment:

There would be environmental benefits from reduced private car use if a City Loop Bus 
service was introduced.

Corporate and Operational Plans:

Consideration of this proposal supports Corporate Goal 3 Liveability - A safe and secure 
city that is easy to live in and connected to the world.

Statutory:

Council would need to adhere to any requirements of the Transport Operations 
(Passenger Transport) Act 1994 (TOPTA) relating to the prescribed area under this Act.
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CONSULTATION:

Limited external consultation has occurred on this proposal at this point in time. A 
workshop was held with the Council in August 2017. There has been media interest in 
the topic on several occasions the most recent being an article in the Cairns Post on
August 3 stating that Council was not intending to proceed with the City Loop Bus.

ATTACHMENTS:

City Loop Bus Options Map (ARUP 2017)
Potential Loop Bus Service for Cairns CBD #5529041

Bruce Gardiner
General Manager Infrastructure Services
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City Loop Bus Options Map (ARUP 2017)
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Potential Loop Bus Service for Cairns CBD 
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