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Introduction

In large urbanised cities throughout the world, the impact of outward migration away
from the city centre to rapidly growing residential areas on the metropolitan fringe has
intensified transport demand and placed additional burdens on 'receiver communities'
without the benefits of corresponding growth in employment
Continued growth in long-distance commuting has important implications for planning
transport infrastructure and services and land use in Australian cities, as well as having
significant quality of life impacts on the commuters themselves.
The Central Coast region, one of the fastest growing areas in New South Wales, is
located on the northern urban fringe of the greater Sydney metropolitan area (Figure 1)
The Central Coast is comprised of Gosford City and Wyong Shire local government
areas
Certain industries dominate employment on the Central Coast In particular,
employment in the sectors of retail and wholesale trade and construction ar·e notably
above the New South Wales state average.. The Central Coast Regional Development
Organisation notes that the region has less managers/administrators and professionals
than the State average, necessitating a commute outside the region to these jobs.
Figure 1: One-third of employed Central Coast residents commute to Sydney to
work

Central Coast Residents
Employed in· Newcastle: (2 DOlo)
Central Coast: (655%)
Greater Sydney Region:
(32.5%)
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'Source: Transport Data Centre 1996 Journey to Work Summary Tables: Home SLA, NSW Department of Transport
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Urban development on the Central Coast to date has resulted in high travel demand to
the Sydney area, an over-reliance on the private motor vehicle and high associated
financial, and environmental costs

issues include:
• concern about the number of people needing to travel to jobs outside the region
and the time spent commuting Some 33% of all employed residents spend an
average of three hours each day commuting to and from work in Sydney
(T ransport Data Centre, 1996);
• concern about an imbalance in managerial, administration and professional
employment opportUllities; and
• concern about the capacity of existing infrastructure to meet transport demands,
particularly the railway and freeway connections to the Greater Metropolitan
Region (Sydney, Newcastle, and Wollongong)
Until now little has been known about the commuting experience of employed residents
who work outside the Central Coast, an important element in effectively studying the
human dimension of planning for the region
This paper is based on a study of long distance commuters jointly funded by NRMA
and the NSW DepartInent of Urban Affairs and Planning. The study was conducted by
The People for Places and Spaces, in order to better understand the motivations behind
undertaking a long distance commute, and commuters' attitudes towards their journey
to work The study was driven by the belief that a greater understanding of commuter
travel behaviour will assist policy decisions regarding strategic urban planning issues in
the region

Study Objectives
The specific study objectives were to identifY:
• the characteristics of the commuters
• reasons for choosing the Central Coast as a place of residence: the push and the pull
• the reasons for commuting and level of satisfaction
• the nature of employment andjob satisfaction
• patterns and characteristics ofthe journey to work
• the likely future travel patterns of workers from Gosford-Wyong to the Greater
Sydney Region and Gosford-Wyong to Newcastle
• impact oflong-distance commuting on commuters' quality of life: a gap between the
dream and reality?
• ways to reduce dependency on the Gosford-Wyong to Sydney transport
infrastructure
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Study Methodology
To gain a detailed insight into the commuting experience and priorities olCentral Coast
residents, questionnaires were distributed to a sample of car and train commuters
The target population for the study was the 35 per cent of employed residents of
Gosford-Wyong who commuted to work in either Newcastle or Sydney
A self-completing questionnaire was mailed in February 1998 to 1500 car drivers likely
to be working in Sydney, with 248 valid responses received in April 1998 An
additional 63 smveys were completed on a Sydney to Gosford train. The total valid
sample of 311 was therefore obtained by convenience rather than at random
Given that the population sample is not known inferences cannot be reliably made about
the total target population. What the data provides is an indicative insight into the
motivations, preferences, opinions, intentions about travel patterns, wmk patterns, and
lifestyle considerations

Composition ofthe Sample
With a convenience sample one would expect a variation between the composition of
the sample and that ofthe target population in the key sub-samples identified It is
therefore not smprising that comparisons between the sample and the Transport Data
Centres (TDC) 1996 Journey to Work data illustrate an over-sampling of train
commuters (Table 1)
The sampling variation is controlled by presenting tables by mode and expressing
modal totals by percentages, making comparison between modes
lable 1: Composition of survey sample by mode of transport compal'ed with the IDC
1996 Journev to W ork stuav'
d *
Mode of Transport

Vehicle driver

Frequency

Per cent

1996 TDC JTW**

1996TDCJIW

11 217

53

Frequency
Central Coast
commuter survey
samDle
105

Per cent
Central Coast

commuter survey
samnle
38

59
39
166
Train
8335
2
Vehicle passenger
7
5
15r4
I
I
4
294
Bus
lOO
280 I
I
2r 360 I
100
Total
*Glven the minor nature oCthe dlspanty between 'to and from' work figures the 'two work figures' from a Monday have been
used to produce this table
.. Transport Data Centre Journey to Work
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The Central Coast: A region ofrapid growth
Ihe Local Government Areas (LGAs) of Gosford City and Wyong Shire make up the
region known as the Central Coast Ihe region comprises 1854 square kilometres and is
located between Sydney and Newcastle It is connected to these two centres by the four
to six-lane Sydney-Newcastle Freeway (B) and good rail services
Ihe Central Coast is one ofthe fastest growing regions in NSW Between 1991 and
1996, for example, the Central Coast had a growth rate of 2 per cent, whereas the
average growth for New South Wales was only I per cent (ABS 1996) It is estimated
that between 1996 and 2021 the Central Coast population is predicted to increase by
98 000, with 70 400 in Wyong Shire and 27 600 in Gosford (NSW Department of
Urban Affairs and Plarming 1999) Much of this growth has been achieved through
migration from within New South Wales, mostly from within the Greater Metropolitan
Region of Sydney
Ihe region has extensive new urban development and is characterised by low density
suburbs dominated by free-strmding, single family houses, as is the case in other regions
on Sydney's outer fringe (Burnley and Murphy, 1995)

Ihe Daily Commnte: 2_ Hours More than the Commuters' Ideal
Approximately 30 000 people commute daily from the Central Coast to Sydney by road
or rail More than half (53 per cent) of all Gosford-Wyong commuters travel to work by
car, somewhat less than in the Sydney Greater Metropolitrm Region (69 per cent) (IDC
1996) and possibly reflecting the frequent and reliable train service to Sydney CBD and
North Shore centres in the morning peak.
Ihe typical daily commute from the Central Coast takes three hours, with the average
journey time to and from work taking approximately 86 minutes On average the
commuters had been travelling for more than 2S hours a day to and from work for some
eight years When asked how long the journey to work would take in their ideal
lifestyle, 65 per cent stated that the trip to work would take between 11 and 30 minutes,
compared with their current reality of an average of 90 minutes each way
In general, the Central Coast commuters were very family-oriented Importance of
family was clearly illustrated by the 32 per cent who said that they would spend more
time at home or with family if they did not have to undertake a long journey to work
'A good family life/spending time with family' was cited by commuters as the top
ranking factor contributing to a high quality of life.. Some 67 per cent of respondents
have their parents, or their partners' parents living in the Gosford-Wyong ar·ea Ihis
may suggest the existence of the chain migration process, in which people move to an

area to join earlier family immigrants,
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An Affordable Home, a Good Lifestyle and a Long-Distance Commute to a
Rewarding Job
Only 6 per cent of the sUIvey respondents had lived on the Central Coast all of their
lives.. On average respondents had lived on the Central Coast for 10 years, and had been
in their CUIrent home for 6.4 years. Most respondents who had moved to the Central
Coast came from areas within Sydney
'Pull' factors dominate the choice of the Central Coast as the place ofresidence among
Central Coast commuters lhe main reasons for choosing to live on the Central Coast
were affordable housing and lifestyle - which included beaches, peace and quiet,
relaxation, and fiesh air
Burnley, Murphy and Tenner (1997) note that those people who choose to live in the
outer fringe suburbs do so at the cost of significantly longer journey-ta-work trips than
those who live in the inner or middle suburbs of Sydney.. Indeed, 83 per cent of the
survey respondents had made the decision to live in Gosford~Wyong with the
knowledge that they would have to commute for long distances; with 72 per cent of
commuters taking their current job in Sydney knowing that they would have to 10ngdistance commute

Commuters were predominantly employed in managerial, administration and
professional occupations in the finance, community services and public administration
industry sectors Most (91 per cent) worked full-time, while the majority (61 per cent)
were employed in the private sector

1 able 2: Factors that attracted commuters to their cunent job

,

Factor'
Nature ofthejobl duties aligued with skills

Per cent
34

or interest area
Money/remuneration

21

Career advancement/training

13

Job security

11

Working conditionsllocation

10

Neededajob

7

Other

4

Most commuters (86 per cent) were either sarisfied or very satisfied with their current
job. As 1 able 2 shows, a number of factors attracted workers to their currentjob,
including the nature of the work, remuneration and career opportunities"
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Most of the Central Coast commuters travel in peak periods. In the morning some 74
per cent of commuters leave for work in the peak period between 6-9am and similarly,
70 per cent of commuters leave work for home in the peak period of 5-7pm Ihis trend
has important implications for the future capacity of infrastructure and services to meet
a growing demand

As I able 3 shows, convenience and door-ta-door travel time were considered the two
most important issues in the cmrent commute to work by those travelling by car. While
door-ta-door travelling time was also important to train travellers, comfort was also
ranked as one ofthe two most importrmt issues Price or costs was ranked fifth by both
groups of commuters, despite car drivers spending on average $57 per week for the
weekly commute
lable 3: I mnortaot Issues ID t he current commute to work
Car
Issues
(ranking)
2
Door-ta-door travel times

Train

(ranking)
I

Convenience (transport is available
when you need it)

I

3

Comfort
Safety and security

3
4

2

Price/costs

5
6

Flexibility (transport allows you to
make multiole stoos when needed'

4
5
6

Over Half of the Commuters Were Satisfied with their Commuting Experience
I able 4 shows that commuters who travel by both car and train enjoyed having the time
to relax and unwind and watch the scenery, while train commuters also enjoyed the
opportunity to read and sleep dming their journey.
fahle 4: Factors that are enjoyed the most in the jour ney to wor k
Train
~ 155)
Rank order
(n

Car'
~ 88)

(n

Rank order

4

Time to read
I ime to sleep
I ime to relax/unwind

I
2
3

2

Scenery/views
Airconditioned trains
Don't need to drive

4

1

-

5
6

4

Nothing
I ime to do some work

7
7

-

Lack of traffic
lime to think
Doesn't take too long

9
ID

2

11

4

* Includes car passengers.

MultIple responses allowed
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According to the NSW Roads and I raffic Authority (1999), the most critical weekday
traffic on the F3 motorway is the southbound movement fiom Gosford to Sydney in the
morning peak, where commuter traffic volumes on the remaining two-lane sections are
very close to maximum capacity. The RI A report that as a consequence, even minor
incidents can cause serious traffic congestion,
Figure 2: If a car was provided by an employer would it have any impact on the

choice of'travel?

Commuters Entbusiastic to Participate in Flexible Working Arrangements
At present only 14 per cent of respondents take the opportunity to work flexible hours
Over half (53 per cent) of commuters' employers did not offer, or encourage, any
flexible workplace options. Yet most of the respondents indicated that they would be
willing to participate in some form of flexible workplace option There is, therefore, a
potential to increase the spread in peak times for commuting by introducing flexible
working options
Ihe most popular flexible work options were:
• combination of working at home and office (85 per cent);
• flexi-time (79 per cent); and
• working from home (76 per cent)
Ihe option ofjob sharing was not as popular with Central Coast commuters with only
27 per cent stating they would be willing to participate in this option
In the current survey most (74 per cent) of the Central Coast commuters rated the
opportunity to car pool as either poor or very poor in the current Gosford-Wyong to
Sydney commute However, support for car pooling in the Central Coast region is
apparent In a 1998 NRMA survey, Central Coast residents were found to be slightly
more in favour of ride-sharing than other residents of the Greater Metropolitan Region
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demands on sensitive road and rail systems linking the Central Coast to Newcastle and
particularly Sydney include flexible work arrangements such as a compressed work
week, telecornmuting 01 alternative employer transp01t contributions to providing a Car
or parking spaces A perimeter parking scheme may also reduce traffic congestion
pressure closer to the Sydney Central Business District
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