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MR BAXTER:  Well thank you, ladies and gentlemen for being here this morning.  This is the commencement of the public hearings into the ICRC’s draft report, which reviews the future direction of the ACT taxi and hire car industries and also looks at the determination of pricing for the taxi service over the next two years.  Now, there are copies of the draft report available at the back of the room, should you wish to gather those.  Also, a list of those who will be appearing during the day, together with a copy of the Issues Paper, and I think actually there’s the public file there with submissions that have been made to date.

Submissions on the draft report are due on the 22nd of this month, but because of timing constraints we’ve opted to have the public hearings in advance of the final submissions being received.  The format for the day will be one where we’ll be inviting those who wish to appear to give some sort of introduction, or say what they may wish to say.  The Commission will take the opportunity then to ask questions or maybe raise some issues that are before us at this particular time.

The Commission is due to give a final report on this matter as soon as possible after the 31st of this month, and the timing is particularly tight, but at the same time, the Commission is conscious that the process is one which we value, where, having put out on the table as it were, a draft report and allowed people to go through that and to analyse various aspects of it and form various views, that then the opportunity should be allowed for the public and all interested persons to make those views know, either through submissions or through this public process.

It’s important also to note that the report is in two parts.  One is a determination of prices for the next two years, and that is a determination which the Commission makes, and having made that, then these price caps will apply.  The other is in relation to the future direction of the ACT industry, where the government has asked the Commission to give some views and recommendations on matters relating to the future regulation of the industry and other aspects of the industry. 

Again, the Commission has given some draft comments and views on that, and will ultimately give some final recommendations, but the final decisions remain with the government, not with the Commission.  Rather, this is a public process to allow debate on all the issues.  So with that brief introduction - or finally, for those who may be not listed and who may wish to participate in this public process, they can speak to 
Mr Ian Primrose at the back of the room and we’ll make arrangements for them to be included in today’s program.

So with that brief introduction I welcome Mr Tam who is speaking to us first.  Mr Tam, the process is quite informal.  It’s meant to be that.  What I’ll get you to do is just give your name and where you’re from for purposes of the record, then you may care just to speak and then we’ll take the opportunity maybe to ask you some questions and so forth that follow on from that.  So thank you, Mr Tam, for being with us.

MR TAM:  Good morning, gentlemen.  My name is John Tam.  They call me John Tam.  I’m the owner of Taxi 196 and I took the taxi plate as an investment.  I rarely drive it.  Today I would like to put a question to the Commission.  Is it fair to compensate me the way you propose?  I’m going to elaborate why and say that, all right?  I recall I responded to the government auction advertisement in the Canberra Times in ’84, I think, and then as a result of that I paid $245,000 for the plate.

MR BAXTER:  Yes, in 1984?

MR MCGHIE:  1994.

MR TAM:  I’m sorry, 1994.  Yes, yes.  And as a result, I paid $245,000 on it, plus a $20,000 Aerial membership fee plus the car and blah blah blah blah I borrowed  $300,000 from St George Bank, right.  And no bull shit, no bull shit at all, every financial year ends it would be lucky for the income to cover the interest payment.  Now, what it is, we believe we - during the auction and before the auction there was no official mentioning of deregulation at all, right?  

And quite on the contrary, we believe the government actually put a price on it.  By doing the auction they put a reserve price on it and we looked at the previous auctions, starting from ’81 or ’80, right, a few auctions before - we actually like to believe that it was the government’s policy that they release taxi plates in respond to supply, all right?

And then they put a price on it and we believe sometimes I got a funny feeling that it is the, a vehicle of the government as a tax - as a revenue collection, right?  So in effect, the government started it, started this ball game in ’80, ’81, 1991, all right?  Encourages it by continuing their auctioning through it and continues it, all right?  So we responded to it - now your Commission says for the general good it should be deregulated, all right?  Now, we - okay, we - like an ordinary investor, we put money in, right, we wish there was a capital gain, right, we wish to - in retirement, we haven’t done anything wrong by being lazy and not doing the work.  Now, you say it’s going to be deregulated for the common good.  Maybe it is so, but it’s wait to see, right?

But the way you deregulate it, does it mean you recommend the government to take our money and piss us off like that?  Is it fair?

MR BAXTER:  I’m happy to discuss that in a minute when you’re finished.

MR TAM:  Yes, that’s my reel(?).

MR BAXTER:  Right.  Fine.  Let me ask you a few questions.  I mean, you’ve raised the issue of fairness and so forth, and it’s a legitimate point to raise, and believe you me the Commission is taxing its mind severely on this matter.  Now, you say you bought the plate in 1994 and you’ve only been able to just meet the interest payments over a period of time in terms of that taxi.

MR TAM:  That’s quite true.

MR BAXTER:  Yes.  Now in terms of sort of the running of the taxi itself and so forth, have you seen that your revenue has gone up or gone down over recent years?  What’s been happening?

MR TAM:  You mean revenue as the income from the drivers?

MR BAXTER:  Yes, the income from the - - -

MR TAM:  It’s actually going down.

MR BAXTER:  It’s actually going down?

MR TAM:  Yes.  

MR BAXTER:  What do you put that down to?

MR TAM:  Perhaps more competition, now we have how many more maxi wheelchair there on the market.  

MR BAXTER:  Yes.

MR TAM:  And perhaps - the GST is an effect, I believe, and actually the demand is not - is getting smaller and smaller.

MR BAXTER:  Yes.  When you bought that taxi plate, you at that time obviously did some homework in terms of believing that you have enough income from the plate to pay for the plate - - -

MR TAM:  That’s quite true, yes.

MR BAXTER:  Plus generating - - -

MR TAM:  Yes, that’s quite true.

MR BAXTER:  - - - an income for yourself and your family.  Has that expectation been met or not been met?  I mean, has it been a good investment from that point of view?

MR TAM:  All right.  When we invested, we anticipated - no matter when you buy, it’s always be expensive, is always, that’s what we think.  So when we bought, we expect the income will be able to met with the interest, which is as expected, which is right.  If there’s no money at all we’re quite happy, because we think eventually there will be a capital gain, like any other business, if it’s runnable.  Or at least as a hedge against inflation.  Whatever money we put in we don’t lose it, we don’t lose through inflation.  And hopefully, it’s a sort of retirement fund for us.  Hopefully.  

MR BAXTER:  Having gone into the ownership of a taxi, do you run that taxi all the time yourself or do you have other drivers driving for you?

MR TAM:  The drivers run it or fix it and I’ll do the day to day management of it.  I rarely drive it.

MR BAXTER:  Right.

MR TAM:  I drive it only when there’s no drivers, driver is sick or something like that.

MR BAXTER:  Okay, right.  You do the maintenance and upkeep and so forth in the taxi?

MR TAM:  Yes, yes.

MR BAXTER:  Do you just have one taxi or do you have other taxis?

MR TAM:  I’ve got other taxis, the wheelchair taxis as well.

MR BAXTER:  So what, you lease those plates or something do you, is that - - -

MR TAM:  No, you can’t lease them.  I run it.  I find drivers who drive it as well.

MR BAXTER:  I’m sorry, you say you have other taxis?

MR TAM:  Yes.

MR BAXTER:  But do you own those plates?

MR TAM:  Some of them are - the wheelchair taxis I don’t own it, I just lease - yes.

MR BAXTER:  I see, I’m sorry, yes, okay, I’m with you, yes.

MR TAM:  Yes.  

MR BAXTER:  So how many taxis are you running at the moment?

MR TAM:  I’m running approximately four.  Some of them no longer mine anyway.

MR BAXTER:  Yes, fine.  The nature of - you asked the question, sort of whether it’s fair, let me sort of - - -

MR TAM:  Sorry

MR BAXTER:  - - - you know, come to that and in a sense, one of the issues, I’m sure, is going to be raised today and that’s a good point.  If the government was to move to a situation where they didn’t restrict the number of taxi plates - which is really what the Commission said, that sort of the government should move away from restricting the number of taxi plates - and you were to be paid sort of something for the fact that you had paid this amount back in 1994, what do you think you should get now?

MR TAM:  Okay.  Now, see as I mentioned earlier, the government started it, right?  The government started putting a price on it, the government encourages - the government continues it.  Like, in ordinary investment, like any other investment, we would expect at least what I said, if not profitable, capital gain, hedges against inflation, right?  Now supposing if you’re going to say for the common good ...(indistinct)... all right?  Should we entitled to get all our money back?  We haven’t done anything wrong.  It’s the policy change.  We haven’t done anything wrong.  We are not blocking the business, right?  Have I answered your question?

MR BAXTER:  Well, let me just make sure.  Are you saying that sort of you’ll be seeking to get your $245,000?

MR TAM:  That would, I say, is a minimum, because we’re losing interest and that.  We’re losing the members - Aerial membership of $20,000 already, and we’re losing all our efforts over the years.  

MR BAXTER:  Now, it’s interesting you say that you’re losing all your efforts.  Are you saying that sort of that you would leave the taxi industry completely or that you couldn’t make an income - - -

MR TAM:  Possibly, yes, because as you suggested in your proposal, if we take the safety net, we have to quit, right?  And we have to quit and we have to lose our $20,000 as well, from Aerial membership.  Where do we get the money?  We don’t have taxis and we’re not a member at all.

MR BAXTER:  So you don’t think that sort of, you know, you might stay in the industry?

MR TAM:  Why should I stay when there is no prospect at all?  There’s no prospect.  The day to day running - I’m running it, the money is getting less and less now.  Where you put more taxis on, I don’t think you’d survive.  Personally, I’m driving as well, when there’s no driver, I’m driving as well.  There’s no way.  No way.  That’s what I mention also, whether it’s for the common good is wait and see.  I doubt it.  

MR BAXTER:  If I can just come to sort of my other aspect of this just for a moment.  You talk about the sort of the demand slipping away.  Should the Commission be increasing taxi prices, fares therefore, in this circumstance?

MR TAM:  See, the other thing I mentioned is hedge against inflation.  You see, it is a general experience of me that when the cost of everything increases, so does a business cost increase.  If a business cost increase, they have to increase the price.  Now whether, after increase the price they survive or not is a different story.  But how can - if everything costs - every cost increase, they can’t still keep the price in there.  But I haven’t looked into it, that’s not my main concern today.

MR BAXTER:  No, I appreciate that, yes, fair enough.  

MR MCGHIE:  Mr Tam, the people are still paying - or were still paying up until recently around - or often - or wanting to pay $250 or thereabouts for a licence.

MR TAM:  That’s right.  

MR MCGHIE:  Why do you think people are still wanting to pay that, when you - - -

MR TAM:  I know.

MR MCGHIE:  - - - give us those costs and other people have told us what’s happening ...(indistinct)... and so on?

MR TAM:  I know the answer because I’ve gone through it, okay?  Now, number one, some are very - just want to start something somewhere - want to be boss.  You see, that’s human nature, all right?  They try hard, they know it’s tough, they try hard.  Some of them even borrow money from parents and mortgage the house to do it, but number one, it’s the nature.  

Number two, if they’re driving at all, they may as well drive it for themselves, and obviously the money they get is - would be enough to pay for the interest payment.  So whether - - -

MR MCGHIE:  That’s if they’re driving it themselves?

MR TAM:  Whether is driving or not, at the moment it could be enough to pay the interest payment, all right?  To meet with the interest payment, all right?  So they know if they work hard, they enough to pay the rest of the costs, all right?  So they’re independent.  They can work anytime they want.  They don’t have to - they don’t need a boss.  And there is always an aspect, thinking one day, one day, this is my retirement, all right?  In taxis there is no superan, there is no sick leave, there’s no nothing.  If the meter has no money, there’s nothing.  It is the superan.  Everybody looks for it.  Public servants are lucky to have it.  We don’t.  I know, I know the story.  I know how they feel.

MR BAXTER:  I hear what you’re saying, but it’s a lot of money for somebody to pay up to $250,000 or even most of the leasing for around $36,000 a year.

MR TAM:  That’s what I have explained - if they work hard, they know - because they are drivers - they know how much they make.  It’s enough, if they work hard, to pay the mid with interest payment.  Right?  So there is no difference, whether it’s driving for themselves or driving somebody else - driving with them, there’s a prospect, being a boss, being independent, being one day you run the business, like other people in other industry, they start leading, another one leading - you know, make it big.

MR BAXTER:  As a matter of interest, and not you personally, but is it your understanding that the banks or other financiers leaned against the taxi and the taxi business as such, or do they tend to want some other security, like the person’s house or whatever?

MR TAM:  As far as I know, they - well, up to before the announcement of your report, they happy to take half of it as collateral, and the rest of it need to be secure, say like a house.  That’s why one of my ex-drivers, they asked their parents to make their house as collateral.  Now they’re gone.  He’s gone, his deposit’s finished, it’s strange.  

Now, if that is go-ahead, I’m broke too, mate, I’m broke.  The bank is tapping, come and ask me, “Hey, your money no longer there, I want more security.  If I can’t pay, bad luck, I’m selling your house.”

MR BAXTER:  Sorry, is this happened, or is this what he’s anticipating will happen?

MR TAM:  It is going to happen.  It’s going to happen.  Would you as a bank loan officer, would you?  You have to look after your customer claims money.  Now the money is not there, the taxis doesn’t want it.  The bank is in danger.  Please, don’t scare the bank.

MR BAXTER:  When you’re running your taxis, with your various drivers and so forth, do you set them as it were a budget for what you expect to sort of get sort of per shift?


MR TAM:  I can’t.  Because they’re actually not my employees.  I can’t.  They can do whatever they want, but we’ve got a basic understanding is, “If you can’t make the money, I’m not surviving.  If I’m not surviving, you can’t survive.”  They know.  If there’s work, they work.  If there’s no work, they go home.  Simple as that.

MR BAXTER:  Does that mean that sort of if someone is not generating x dollars, whatever x might be, you sort of say, “Look, I no longer want you as a driver?”

MR TAM:  It’s very hard, I drive myself.  If there is no money in it, why stay, obviously.

MR BAXTER:  Yes.

MR TAM:  If 250 taxis on the road after 1 o’clock in the morning everybody starving, mate.

MR BAXTER:  Yes, sure, I understand.  But presumably what you do do is you do set yourself some form of budget as to what you’re seeking to generate from each taxi over a week or a month or whatever it might be.

MR TAM:  So far my experience tells me that as long as a driver put the time on the road, really work, that is okay.  It’s enough to pay the interest payment, there’s enough, all right?

MR BAXTER:  Yes.

MR TAM:  But if the car breaks down, then there’s a problem, right?  There’s a problem.  If it breaks down, big accidents, otherwise it’s surviving.

MR BAXTER:  Yes.  Fair enough.  Were you a taxi driver before you bought a plate, or part of the taxi industry?

MR TAM:  No, no, after the first year I migrate here I saw the advertisement and I go to it and I saw everybody put their hand up and I thought “I’ll try” and I got it.

MR BAXTER:  Yes, yes.

MR TAM:  By accident.

MR BAXTER:  Yes.  If the government was to pay out an amount of the order that you’ve been talking about and so forth, do you think that the government should then sort of say, “Well, we’ve bought your plate back, as it were, you’re out of the industry”, or should the government allow you to continue to operate in the industry, albeit in a deregulated sort of situation?

MR TAM:  To me it makes no difference, because I’m quitting.  Because I don’t see any future at all.  I mean, if I take it as a business, if I take it as an investment, I would like to make it make big, I would like to one day it can be income resource for my retirement, but now it means if I don’t work, there’s no money.  I would rather put the money in somewhere else, like a house, something else which won’t deregulate at all.

MR BAXTER:  If the government was to decide not to deregulate the industry, or there’s no deregulation, would you still get out of the industry?  I mean, you were saying demand’s going down and sort of it’s harder and harder to make a dollar?

MR TAM:  If the government decides not to, I’m quite happy to stay 

because eventually one would expect - in business cycles, there are ups and downs.  When it’s downs, you work harder, that’s all.  And one day, it will pick up.

MR BAXTER:  Yes.  

MR TAM:  I would stay.

MR BAXTER:  Anything else that you would like to say, Mr Tam?  I think we’ve finished all our questions.

MR TAM:  I just hope you please reconsider it, and a lot of owners like myself is bankrupting.  Please consider it.  And the government starts it, encourage it, continues it, it’s not our fault.  

MR BAXTER:  I understand.

MR TAM:  And if you really think it’s coming good, then please, please, come see us correctly.  Please.

MR BAXTER:  Right.  Good.  Thank you very much, Mr Tam.  And let me just publicly acknowledge, too, while Mr Tam’s here but for others as well - I just want to acknowledge the fact that a number of people who are appearing today are actually coming in off their taxis or their hire cars or whatever or keeping their taxis on the road, and I appreciate the time this is taking up.  So the Commission wants to publicly acknowledge that, and thank you very, very much.

MR TAM:  Thank you.

MR BAXTER:  Thanks Mr Tam.  

Now, I’d like to welcome Mrs Nora Stewart - I’ll just get you to say your name and where you’re from for purposes of the record, and then invite you if you’ve got something that you particularly want to sort of say at this stage then to use the opportunity to do that for the record, and then we’ll take the opportunity maybe to ask some questions and go from there.

MS STEWART:  Not a problem.

MR BAXTER:  Thank you very much.

MS STEWART:  I’m Nora Stewart, I’m of Stewart Limousines, I’m the owner of H14.  I’m not here to represent the Limousine Association as I’ve done so before, but here representing my company and family hoping that you will listen and consider the things I say and not ignore me.  

We are very disappointed with your draft report.  Let me give you a brief history of what we, like many in the industry, have endured during the last 10 to 15 years.

We work long hours, seven days a week, and up to about two years ago, we put our family life on hold to work Christmas Day and give the clients the extra service that they wanted.  Let me just repeat that - the extra service that they wanted.

We have endured lots of hardship, including the airline strike, the recession that we did not have to have, a company going into liquidation and owing us $35,000 which we have been unable to get any money back at all, a fire that was caused by a corrupt chairperson that burnt our business to the ground, and now, we for the last three and a half years have been trying to sell, but due to all these reviews, we still haven’t.

All of the above has had a great effect on our wealth that you have mentioned in your report.  My husband and I have both left the public service after approximately 10 years of service with it, with a little superannuation money of which has all been invested to keep our business up and running during these hardships.

My husband’s now dying of lung cancer, and has been given 12 months to live, and has put a very hard 15 years into our business.  And Mr Baxter, might I add, this man was the same chauffeur that took you home quite a many years ago because there were no taxis available and you had a need to get home, and at a reduced price.

This is the type of service that your committee is now trying to destroy.  We expected to be able to sell like any other businesses, and see some return of our money that we’ve put in over the years.  But now, under your proposed report, we’ll get back $17,000 if we choose to hand our plate in, that we own and we have paid for.

And because we have earned approximately $20,000 per year in wealth, as you put it, we had therefore worked our butts off for 15 years below the poverty line to achieve $1,133 per year on our investment instead of $120,000 which we could have got even a couple of years ago selling it.

So how fair is this?  Tell me, would a senior public servant who’s been made redundant after 25 years in the job be told, “You’ve earned a wealth over the years and you have a very large superannuation, so therefore we’ll only pay you $20,000 to your final payment - pay-out”.  I don’t think so.

Do newsagencies sell for one eighth of their worth because they’ve only earned their - that they’ve earned their wealth over the last 15 years?  Again, I think not.  Would Mr Baxter and Mr McGhie like $125,000 removed from their bank accounts because someone does not like the fact that you’ve earned - you may have earned it from wealth over the years?  Then why do you think we should?  

I have yet to work out what your formula is for the figures that your reports show.  We believe that your draft report shows discrimination, as how fair is it to first remove our value of our plates, then to take our incomes away from us and our families for five years if we hand in our plates?

How fair is it to allow us to keep our plates and then to have to re-enter the market with having to slave for years to pay off a very high percentage loan - some of our loans beginning with 19 per cent per annum - only to be told that yes, you can stay but you have to pay an administration cost which would be up to or more than $7,000.  How is this figure got and why should we be slugged for it?  Is this a level playing field?  

Or how fair is it the consumer will get their fares lowered and better service if we’ve got to pay that $7,000 after what we’ve already, you know, had to pay?  No, this will only allow us to raise our fares, reduce the standards of our cars to what we can afford, or we will not register the cars as H-plates, but as normal regos, and do everything illegal.  Under the proposed category of hire cars where all, including the vintage cars, will be placed, and they will have to pay the same administration costs, the clients will not get what they would like or the quality that they want as vintage cars and other special vehicles, as they are now, are a HV, because they will not pay the large sum per year and either this area of the market will disappear or will not be available to the clients or, again, they will be done illegally.  

Talking about illegal operators, let me just say that if the Department of Urban Services got off their backsides and policed the illegals over the last 10 years and not thought that it would be too embarrassing to pull over the book those doing the wrong thing, then the Department may have had the evidence enough to be able to increase the amount of hire car plates without looking at deregulation.

Just to conclude, I believe that these last three years have been a total harassment to the industry, and of which has cost many individuals a lot of time, money, health to fight and keep our investments, job standards, prices and clients happy and let me tell you, that if in your final report to the government recommending that we be deregulated and the government takes it up without full compensation then I, because of my situation, will be suing the government for full compensation, harassment and discrimination, therefore costing the taxpayers money that they would not have had to pay had you recommended that the fourteen parliamentary recommendations be made - taken up and made that - that were made to the Legislative Assembly last August instead of another costly review and its consequences.  Thank you.

MR BAXTER:  Thank you very much.  Yes, I do acknowledge that your good husband’s given me a lift on a number of occasions and excellent as well - a nice guy.  The points that you’ve raised are sort of, you know, very relevant to sort of this whole debate.  One of the issues that just worries me just a little bit is that you’re saying that you’ve been in the industry now for a number of years and that you’re only just managing to break even, as it were, in the industry.  Now, is this common across the hire car industry?

MS STEWART:  It is - it is, and basically because we’ve had a lot of things happen to us.  Mr Howard doesn’t live here, and because 
Mr Howard doesn’t live here, we don’t have the business people coming in, they don’t fly in their private planes, they don’t give us that side of it.  We have Comcar who’ve made all these big issues on us that our cars have got to be less than four years old if we want any - any work with them, but then there’s no guarantee of work.  

Our Comcar issue used to be - some of our cars used to earn quite a large sum of money from them, and I’m talking about probably $70,000 a year from Comcar work.  Now, we might be lucky to earn $2,000 a year.  The Casino - it was roaring at one stage, now it’s virtually none.  Of course, there’s more taxis.  There’ve been put on the road.  They - I mean, they might be a lower rate, but some of our rates out towards the further suburbs, our rates are getting pretty close to a taxi rate.  They then take, you know - we - even though we take up some of the slack of their work, but we still - the extra taxis going on there takes some of our work away.

All of those things has contributed to the fact that we are just basically breaking even now.  Okay, we might take our costs away, our running fees and all that, but there’s still the problem that there’s not enough work out there to deal with more cabs, more hire cars.

MR BAXTER:  You’ve said that you’ve been trying to sell your plate now for some time and I think you mentioned the number about $120,000 or something to that order, I think, on the way through.  Now, are you saying there’s been no takers at that price?

MS STEWART:  No, because as soon as this review started, it was a case of, I’m sorry, I won’t buy because I don’t know what this result is going to be.  Now, the review started in 1999 and we had tried to sell just before that.  We felt that we - we’d had enough after so many years.  I mean, 
12 years at that point, now it’s 15.

MR BAXTER:  Yes.

MS STEWART:  It’s a long time to be working the hours we work, the times we work and the days.  We have a family that we’ve been trying to keep going.  I mean, it’s very difficult.  

MR BAXTER:  Yes.  So you’re basically saying there’s been no offers at all, that the market’s basically just dried up completely?

MS STEWART:  No, I’m not saying that.  What I’m saying is that when the reviews are mentioned, that’s where they stop.

MR BAXTER:  Okay.

MS STEWART:  Now we had the fourteen recommendations go to Parliament in August last year.  We - I myself went out and bought a new Holden Caprice because I thought well, okay, this is where all this is stopping.

MR BAXTER:  Yes.

MS STEWART:  Thank all of a sudden we thought by having a newer car on it, a plate, we then said right, we - we continued to advertising, we’ll sell the car with it as a package deal.  We had probably four people ring up.  As soon as the mention of another review came, that was the end.  People just do not want to know.

MR BAXTER:  Yes.

MS STEWART:  And I mean, you can understand.  Who wants to put $120,000 into an industry that you’re going to lose within months?

MR BAXTER:  Yes.  Just a point of clarification as well, because the Commission didn’t instigate this review.  The government gave them to us and asked us to report.

MS STEWART:  I’m aware of that.

MR BAXTER:  So I appreciate the sort of frustrations with review after review that you’re raising.  You say at this stage you’ll be sort of more than happy to leave the industry.  In fact, for the various reasons that you’ve indicated, you’ve been trying to do so over a period of time, based upon some form of appropriate compensation.  I don’t think I’ve picked the wrong words.  What are you looking for there in terms of that?  What would you regard then as appropriate compensation?

MS STEWART:  The market value that we have at the present - that’s been around for, you know, probably three years - $120,000.  I - you know, we’d be happy to walk away with that now because of our circumstances but I also do feel that it’s very unfair that if, by some chance, a couple of years down the track we decided that, well, we want to go back into the industry, buy back into it of - of some description, that we can’t go in for five years.  I mean, basically if we did want to stay in then, you know, we then have an unlevel playing field as well. 

The other thing is, too, I mean, you know, people in this industry do buy in for a simple reason they’re buying a job because they’re - they’ve got a superannuation or a pay-out from the public service and they’re 40-odd years of age, and have you tried to get a job at 40-something years of age?  It’s bloody impossible.  People just don’t want to take you on, so therefore what else do you do?  You either go on the dole or you buy yourself something that you know that’s going to be there for many years.

MR BAXTER:  People have raised this issue actually of folk buying in and I’m aware of examples and so forth of it.  Given the poor return et cetera that sort of you’re saying has been the experience, and I’ve looked at lots of numbers and I’m not disagreeing with you - does this mean that sort of people are prepared to sort of take very, very poor income on these matters and in the process therefore force down sort of the prices elsewhere?  I mean, you’re in a market where you can set your price to some extent.  I don’t set your price.

MS STEWART:  A lot of these people find the dole degrading, and they feel that, why be on the dole when I can be out there doing something and maybe at the end of it, I’ve got something to sell, that I can go off and live a retirement on.  I mean, 120 is not that great, but you know, your investment of - in it - you’ve got yourself a job, you know you’re not going to be on the dole for 10 years and be degraded that you’re on that dole and you’ve got something at the end of it.  And I think that’s a lot of the - our industry had bought into a job like that and a lot of them actually, the younger ones have put their houses on the market - on their mortgage to mortgage to get that money.

MR BAXTER:  Yes, yes.

MR MCGHIE:  How many people have bought in over the last, for argument’s sake, five years, Mrs Stewart, you know, just in broad terms?

MS STEWART:  In the last about five years, probably only a couple, there wouldn’t be anymore than that, because once the review started that was it, so I’m talking about three and a half years.  So before that maybe a couple, two or three might have changed hands in the previous year or so before.  Whereas at one point we had a turn over of, you could say, in seven years we had 12 different people that had sold and bought in and then there was also these others leasing off other people.

MR MCGHIE:  With regard to the restricted hire vehicles, the Cadillacs and the Jags et cetera, et cetera, I don’t think there’s anybody here from that group, I can’t recognise any of the names.  Just as a generalisation, does that sort of tend to be a serious business for those people or are they people that have those kinds of cars and they can earn some money because - for formals and weddings and that kind of thing, they can use them.  I mean, does anybody have these vehicles as a business pure and simple, do you think?

MS STEWART:  Yes, some of them do.  It depends on what sort of cars they’ve got.  The vintage type cars are probably not because they’ve just - they’re there, people these days want vintage cars for their weddings, so they will come out if they have to.  The others, there’s some out there that have stretches that actually do it, other work illegally and that’s what I was talking about with the Urban Services.  If they had have got off their backsides and done something, then they might have had other issues that we could have dealt with.  But some of those guys that also are doing illegals were in the industry, sold their plates for a reasonable price, know what the rules are and know how that they don’t get caught and they go out and do it.

Now, those are the guys that, in this circumstances if you deregulate you’re giving them a golden hand shake, they can come back in and do whatever they like and make a proper business out of it.  Whereas now, most of those guys, if they advertise in the Yellow Pages, their income per year would probably only be about $10,000 a year.  Now, they’re not going to pay $7,000 a year to get $10,000 back.  So therefore, they’re going to be the ones who want to make the business out of it.  Whereas, now they go out, they do their weddings and formals - well, particularly the Jags, I know that they do that.

And I do know that a lot of these guys say that if they have to pay an administration fee like that, they just won’t do it and they’ll go and do illegal work and that, that goes to the vintages because I’ve been talking to some of those guys.

MR BAXTER:  You say that there’s a number of people operating sort of illegally now around the place and so forth, the - what action have you seen from Urban Services, has there been any at all?

MS STEWART:  Nothing, nothing.  There is a $5,500 fine that these - that the government has to put on these people who do illegal work if they’re caught.  Now, our association has actually put in so many letters.  I, personally, have two, I’ve been to formals, I’ve been to balls and I’ve checked out the cars and their number plates.  I’ve written into Urban Services on numerous occasions, particularly probably in the last four months probably twice, three times.  Not one single thing has come out of it.  We get a letter to say that they’re looking at it, but it’s very difficult.  That is the only letter we get back.  

Nobody’s charged, nobody is fined, no one is stopped and they just go out there and do it.  I, myself, when people ring me, because I do own a stretch and I do own an RHV on that stretch, I actually tell people over the telephones be careful of who you take because these people that are advertising in the Yellow Pages are not all legally allowed to do what you want them to do.  Be very careful.  And people are not aware of that.  And that is another matter with the Yellow Pages because people are allowed to advertise however they want.

MR BAXTER:  And this is your point, that there should be a licensed number in the Yellow Pages to show that the vehicle has been properly licensed, that it will have the proper insurance and et cetera.

MS STEWART:  Yes, definitely.  And I think even with - I mean, if you were to go and deregulate - if the government then decides to deregulate, if they don’t have that sort of control over it, there’s not going to be an industry at all, because you’re going to have so many illegals out there doing whatever they like.  And, of course, the government in the last few years - well, the last 10 years probably - have not done a thing about it to stop anyone.  

So you know, if you’ve got only 22 cars now and they can’t deal with 22 cars and stop anything else over and above that from doing illegal work, then how are they going to police 70 or 80 cars?  You know, that’s my question.

MR BAXTER:  Yes, it’s a good point and the Commission picked that up and has indeed briefed government on that exact issue.  There’s no doubt that there’s a problem there.

MR MCGHIE:  Have you had any change in the cost of comprehensive insurance for your vehicles?

MS STEWART:  Well, first of all our registration has gone up.  They’ve slugged us with what they call a business part of the registration, which wasn’t on it before.  Our car insurances have gone up because of the third party and the public liability that we have to have on our cars anyway.  And, of course, workers’ compensation on our contract as our drivers has all gone up.  You know, and I’m talking about probably $400-500 in most of those things.

MR MCGHIE:  Just while we’re on about comprehensive, you know, just on the vehicle sort of being smashed up or whatever.

MS STEWART:  That has gone up.  Now I don’t know whether it’s the fact that it does have the other bit in it or whether it’s just the fact that everything’s gone up, I don’t know.  But it has gone up.

MR MCGHIE:  Yes, just that we’ve had figures suggesting it’s doubled and I was just wondering whether that’s been your experience?

MS STEWART:  Well I’d say, maybe not double, but it has gone up and it’s probably gone up, you know, a reasonable amount.

MR BAXTER:  Yes.  Anything else, Mrs Stewart, that you’d like to ask of us?

MS STEWART:  No ,I think I’ve made a few points.

MR BAXTER:  No doubt you have, indeed.

MS STEWART:  Thank you.

MR BAXTER:  Thank you very, very much, thanks for coming in.

MS STEWART:  Thank you.

MR BAXTER:  Mr Little thank you, thank you very much for being with us, we’ll get you just to give your name and where you’re from for purposes of the record and then invite you, if you have something to sort of wish to say and then we’ll take the opportunity to ask some questions from there.  

MR LITTLE:  Thank you and good morning gentlemen.  My name is David Little, I live in Queanbeyan and I own HC4331, which is one of the Queanbeyan - the three Queanbeyan hire care plates.  Firstly, let me start by saying there - currently in the hire car industry at the moment we have four companies.  We have Canberra Hire Cars with eight cars, with have Hughes with eight cars, we have Southern Cross with two cars, we have CBD which is a subsidiary to Hughes have three cars, they are Falcons, and four independents.  To me that is enough competition in the market at this time.  

The impact of unrestricted hire car industry stakeholders if deregulation proceeds as recommended, the value of a hire car plate, because of past behaviour of governments in a need to establish the need of transport, the government has allowed licensed plates - or licensed vehicles to provide transport services.  The government in the past has issued those licenses with that attached the property rights and entitlements.  The government receives the value of those licenses as being by market conditions at the time.  I am of the view that the value of a hire car license has fallen and will fall further as a direct result of the implementation of the proposed recommendations, particularly relating to the freedom of entry and non-transferrability of licenses.  

How does this impact on current licence holders?  I’m an owner/driver who has borrowed and secured a loan licence for the licenses supported by other security.  I’m one of three Queanbeyan hire car licence holders.  I have borrowed money to the value of $125,000 to enter the industry.  The borrowing is secured by a bill of sale over the licence plate supported by other security, a mortgage over real estate, and a guarantee from my father who is now 75 years of age.

The result of the implementation of the proposed recommendations I feel will be the value of licence will be reduced quite considerably, and I think it could go even to zero.  It is likely that a lender will request alternative security to recall the borrowings that I have.  If alternative security could not be found and if the loan is recalled I will be forced to leave the industry and seek compensation.  Because the compensation recommended is less than half the value of my licence, funds from alternative sources will have to be required.  I have no funds available, therefore I will be forced into bankruptcy, I’m sorry.

Another consequence is I will become unemployed and will retrain, or need to retrain, for the purposes - because the purpose of re-entry restrictions contained in the recommendation number 4, and also my father, as a guarantor, will probably have to sell his property.  Another consequence is that the operator’s employees will no longer have employment, unless the operator applies to take out one of these annual licenses on offer.  

I consider that being in Queanbeyan, and being a Queanbeyan plate owner, I will not be compensated fairly under the proposed level of compensation by either New South Wales or the ACT.  I feel a fair compensation would be whatever amount it takes to put me in the same situation if there was no deregulation.  That doesn’t make sense, but I’ll look at that.  

It seems that this issue was not addressed in a draft report or proposed recommendations.  We therefore consider that consideration be given to me in the event of deregulation as a Queanbeyan operator, or New South Wales operator, with the aid of providing fair compensation in accordance with principles set out in the Constitution and the recent common law cases.

Thank you.

MR BAXTER:  Good, thank you.  Thank you, Mr Little.  How long have you had your plate now?

MR LITTLE:  I bought my plate December 3 years ago.

MR BAXTER:  Right.  So what’s that, 1998 or something, 1999?

MR LITTLE:  Yes.

MR BAXTER:  Okay.  And the - you’re obviously operating out of sort of Queanbeyan, but sort of at the same time sort of had opportunities, you know, of crossing this side of the border to operate.  The plate - what, it was bought from another existing plate owner or - - -

MR LITTLE:  Yes, the plate was bought from an existing operator who actually lived in the ACT.

MR BAXTER:  Right, fair enough.

MR LITTLE:  Strange indeed.

MR BAXTER:  Yes.  The question of security over plates actually is a good point, was made by an earlier speaker.  You said that sort of basically your father’s providing the security over that.  Is that the arrangement, is it?

MR LITTLE:  Yes, we had a rural property which - between ...(indistinct)... West Wylong, out in the sticks, which we mortgaged to buy this plate.

MR BAXTER:  Right.

MR LITTLE:  Also the Commonwealth Bank has a bill of sale over the plate to that value.

MR BAXTER:  Over the plate sale, yes.  Yes, yes.

MR LITTLE:  Which helps to prop up the overdraft.  

MR MCGHIE:  Mr Little, you’re saying that the Commonwealth Bank took a bill of sale - sorry, took a - or required a guarantee - - -

MR LITTLE:  Actually, it wasn’t the Commonwealth - - -

MR MCGHIE:  - - - as recently as three years ago?

MR LITTLE:  Yes.  It was not the Commonwealth, it was Colonial 
that - - -

MR MCGHIE:  Colonial, okay.  

MR LITTLE:  Okay.  Yes, I notice that in - yes, they have a bill of sale over the rights of my plate. 

MR MCGHIE:  Yes.

MR LITTLE:  As well as the farm.

MR MCGHIE:  But also required a guarantee from your father.

MR LITTLE:  Yes.

MR MCGHIE:  And that was just three years ago?

MR LITTLE:  Yes.  

MR MCGHIE:  We’re not questioning that situation, but I mean banks I thought long ago had stopped taking parental guarantees and that kind of thing, subject to - - -

MR LITTLE:  Well, the Colonial actually did - yes.  I have written proof, if you’d like to see it.

MR MCGHIE:  Right.  

MR BAXTER:  In terms of the operation of this point and so forth.  We’ve heard comments from a previous speaker regarding the decline in sort of business and revenue and so forth and struggling to sort of make ends meet.  I mean, what’s your experience in this regard?

MR LITTLE:  Well sir, at the moment my car is one of the older cars in the fleet, it turns five actually this year, May, this month.  It will - it hasn’t been eligible for any Comcar work for the last 12 months, nor have I received any Comcar work for the last 12 months.  That has affected me greatly in that regard.  

The workload last year, I suppose I dropped - one week I do remember, with my accountant the other day, we had three weeks there where I didn’t make over $200.  That was Ansett, September 11 and leading up to the election.  But it didn’t improve very much from there.  And in that three month period from September, October, November, probably December, we had no parliament, we had nothing, we had Christmas.  It was very difficult, I nearly - I nearly folded then, unfortunately.  

MR BAXTER:  Yes.

MR LITTLE:  I’d also like to make a comment that the ACT or Canberra, as opposed to a place like Sydney or Melbourne, has a quite different market environment, in the fact that it’s very seasonal.  Let me run through it for you.  January is very quiet, you’re lucky to make what I consider is base fees, because I’ve got to pay base fees for Canberra Hire Cars.  You’d be lucky to make base fees in that particular month.  

February picks up a little bit, March, April, depending on what parliament’s doing and as you well know, we haven’t had parliament now for, you know, six or seven weeks since the last sitting.  We have a sitting this week, but we won’t get much out of it because Comcar have increased their fleet size as well as put on umpteen casual drivers.  We might get a bit with the business people coming down for the budget tomorrow, but basically, that will be it for another seven or eight weeks.  

We run into June, July - to the winter period.  We’ll get the odd trip to the snow maybe, but with the competition within the four different companies now in independence, it’s very difficult to get a job to the snow at a reasonable quoted price, to run your car down there and back.  The competition there is very, very competitive at the moment.  

We at Canberra Hire Cars probably rely on a lot of the early morning airport work and have our own few accounts around the town with business and that and at the moment, you know, as I said, last year was nearly the end of me, and probably for a lot of other operators, too.  

MR BAXTER:  You’d be - what, would you leave the industry if sort of - if the government was to pay some form of sort of compensation, is that what you’re saying to us?

MR LITTLE:  If I was forced to leave the industry - I love it, I just adore it.  I’m one of those guys who bought a job as, I think, Nora said.  I bought a job, I had nothing down here before, I drove a truck, I’ve got a young family, I bought it - and I just absolutely love it.  I like meeting people.  I mean, who can say that they’ve spoken to John Farnham or someone like that, you know, or whoever.  But by the same token, it could cause - if - no, I don’t think I would leave.  If my car and plate remained at the value of $120-odd thousand, I would not leave the industry because I love it too much.  

MR BAXTER:  Yes.

MR LITTLE:  But if my car plate dropped to the value and - and that finance institution decided enough was enough, then I might be forced to leave the industry.

MR BAXTER:  Yes, very good point.  In terms of the competition and so forth that’s there, you’re saying that even getting trips down to the snow and an appropriate price to cover your costs and so forth is becoming increasingly difficulty.  I mean, presumably the group that you operate in agrees fees that you’re going to charge and so forth, but do you see major undercutting between yourselves and the other company?

MR LITTLE:  When you - when you look at the lists here, you’ve got Canberra Hire Cars, you’ve got Hughes have got eight cars.  Now if Hughes run eight cars in their corporate section, then they’ve got three CBD cars, which are Ford Falcons.  In New South Wales, where I am affiliated with as far as my registration goes, there is no such thing as a Falcon on a hire car plate or a HC plate.  That’s a no-no, because they - they do have enforceable vehicle restrictions, whereas the ACT apparently doesn’t.  

Those people are actually - in the CBD cars - seem to be undercutting the cost.  That means that they’re cheaper than taxis on certain transfers.  Our rate - our out of town rate, which we do by a kilometre rate, is cheaper than the current kilometre rate for taxis, just so we can get the job.  That’s how competitive it is out there.  

MR MCGHIE:  With the intention to deregulate entry, and it would seem that there’s already partial entry deregulation because you’ve got these illegals that are travelling around, advertising as hire cars and getting hire car business, then what the Commission has proposed the really important issue and critical issue of the Commission’s view is the supervision of both drivers, the type of driver, the testing of drivers and the vehicle and quality of the vehicle.  

Is one of your concerns that there will be hire cars coming in, given those conditions I’ve just said, of much more stringent controls - and I mean that’s critical to the whole proposal by the Commission - is one of your fears new hire cars coming in or do you feel that in fact with decent - - - 

MR LITTLE:  Well - - - 

MR MCGHIE:  Sorry, I should say with effective controls, that that may not be such an issue?

MR LITTLE:  I feel - I feel currently, with the market the way it is my day starts out, I’ll do an early morning, I’ll sit down for two or three hours waiting around and hopefully get something at the airport or whatever.  I don’t think there’s markets out there for any more hire cars.  

Actually, I’m sure there’s no market for any more hire cars on the - at the moment.  On the rare occasion there is, I suppose, a need for extra hire cars, but that is, you know, far and few between when, for example, you’ve got Mr Clinton or the US President out here or, as we did a few years ago it was extremely - I’ve never seen it like it - it was extremely busy.  Those sort of occasions, yes, I must admit they could have been utilised but at the moment I do not think there is any need, in my view, for any more plates to be released.

MR BAXTER:  If the government here in the ACT doesn’t move to a situation where they deregulate the number of plates that can be released, and they continue to maintain some form of restriction, do you have any suggestion as to sort of, you know, how many plates there should be here in the ACT for hire cars?

MR LITTLE:  As I’ve just - I really think that the status quo at the moment we have - I think we have 22 ACT plates and three Queanbeyan hire car plates.  On any given day you can go out to the airport or - or - and you can see them sitting around - you can see them sitting around Rydges, Capital Hill looking for work and there is no work available, except, as I’ve said, specific times of the day or whatever it might be when peak demand period.  

I suppose our peak demand period relates to similar to the taxi peak demand period, but really, the rest of the time is, you know, just sitting around waiting for that job to come in, that elusive job.  And I really don’t think there is any need to release any more plates at this stage.  I think the ACT government has a problem with their own HV’s, or their illegal operators, and as Mrs Stewart alluded to there before, she did state that if that was more stringently policed I don’t think we’d be here.  

I think we’d be - we’d be all - everything would be status quo, but unfortunately nothing has been - you know, quite often on a weekend I’ll go out and I’ll see two stretches in particular who I know are on white plates.  When I say white plates, they’re on just ordinary ACT plates, running around doing illegal work.  

I’m sick and tired of ringing people and telling them, you know, or writing and telling people that these things are out there running around because I get no response.  I get no response from - from the government.  I get no response from Urban Services and sometimes I, you know, they’re out there again, is the type of thing you get.  You know, that’s fine, we’ll look into it.  Nothing happens.

Maybe these people should be made to - I’m not sure - have some sort of - or something greater than a RHV restricted hire vehicle licence 
in a sense that they’re allowed to, but with a more - with a greater outlay of financial or whatever it might be.  What also worries me about this is some of these vehicles out there doing these jobs i.e. wedding cars, some of these old jags et cetera and that don’t have seat belts, they don’t have airbags, they don’t have the - the complex braking systems that our cars have got, and that is to me a concern.  Also a concern on that is what was - what would happen if one of these cars had an accident and the person in it was injured and it went on and on and on?  Would those people be adequately insured against by these illegals?  

Whereas we in the hire cars, with the H plates, have and have to show it before the car is registered, before we’re allowed to operate, whether it be ACT Motor Registry or NSW Motor Registry.   My concern is somewhere, some day - it’s like you could be in an aeroplane crash and one of these days it’s going to happen here with one of these illegal 

operators.

MR BAXTER:  Yes, I understand.  I think we’ve gone through all our questions.  Do you have anything else that you’d like to say at this stage, Mr Little?

MR LITTLE:  No, not at this stage.

MR BAXTER:  Okay.  Well, thank you very, very much.  We’ll break just for five minutes, just for a stretch of legs and a quick walk around the room.  Thank you very much.

ADJOURNED
[10.38 am]

RESUMED
[10.47 am]

MR BAXTER:  Okay, if we can just resume, thank you very much.  We have now Mr Kennedy.  Again, we’ll just get you to introduce yourself and then if you have a few words to say we’d love to hear from you.

MR KENNEDY:  Thanks gentlemen.  I’m Des Kennedy from Southern Cross Hire Cars.  Firstly, I’d like to complain of the review that came out for the ICRC.  No-one in the hire car industry was asked anything about how the hire cars run.  We get this - full of papers saying that - what they think should happen to the hire cars.  We’ve had no-one come to any of the hire car owners and ask us any questions, what we feel and I feel that they are making their own conclusions without adequate investigation.  

Secondly, the Labor Party - we spoke to the Labor Party before they were in power, “Oh yes, we’ll help you, if we get into power the Independent Competition Review will be squashed.  We won’t carry on with it.”  What do they do when they first get into power?  Have another review into the hire cars.  This is absolutely ridiculous the money that’s being spent on reviews.  They are bleeding the ACT people by having reviews for no earthly reason.  The hire cars have been running very smoothly, I feel that we are being scapegoats for the taxi industry.  The ACT Government wants to get the yellow cabs in here and we are just very unfortunate that we are in the Act as the ACT Hire Car and Taxi Industry.  If we had separate Acts I feel that we would have been left alone.  

I’ve invested quite a lot of money in hire cars, I own two plates.  I’ve got one of two stretches in town and I do have a sedan.  I would say that I would have in the vicinity of $350,000 tied up of which a lot of that money was money that was my superannuation that I was hoping that when I was ready to get out I would be able to sell my plates at a reasonable price.  With the review going on, we have had no chance of even anyone wanting to buy a plate and the ridiculous price that was offered to us, if we wanted to get out, it just wouldn’t be worth it.  I’m at the age now where it wouldn’t be worth me staying in again and I would come out with probably $17,000 per vehicle if what was said in your report was true.  

I can’t see any reason for deregulation of the hire car industry.  We’ve been running very smoothly for years.  I’ve never heard a complaint go to the department on any hire car misrepresentation and I just feel that, at the moment, that the government should wake up to themselves and leave the hire cars be as they are.  Even the taxis, I still don’t think that they need more taxis.  Maybe at some times in the day they are very busy, but they’re the same as us, during the middle of the day we sit around with nothing to do.  I think that’s all I’ve got to say gentlemen.

MR BAXTER:  No, thank you very very much.  Just a couple of points of clarification if I just may. 

MR KENNEDY:  Yes.

MR BAXTER:  The Commission did actually provide a copy of an Issues Paper, which I must confess, one evening signing off my chit in a hire car, having been taken home by one expertly and very comfortably, I might say, I happened to pull out his copy of the Issues Paper in the side door, so there were copies of the Issues Paper around.  Although, you know these things are sort of self policing in terms of who gets hold of them, but they were there.  And the Commissioner has had the opportunity to talk to some of the representatives of the industry, but the idea of the public hearing is to allow people to bring forward their views.  Unfortunately, we can’t speak for sort of either Labor or Liberal or any other political party as to what they’ve said or what they’ve promised.

MR KENNEDY:  I realise that.

MR BAXTER:  The Commission was given the Terms of Reference by the present government and we’re trying to respond to that but I take your point in terms of discussions that you’ve had with them.  

The points you’ve raised now are interesting.  How long have you had your plates, you say you’ve got two plates?

MR KENNEDY:  I’ve had one plate for 12 years and the other plate for approximately 7.

MR BAXTER:  And, what you acquired those from another operator or from the government?

MR KENNEDY:  Yes, yes from another operator.

MR BAXTER:  Have there been any sales of plates, hire car plates, that you’re aware of in recent times, can you think of any?

MR KENNEDY:  Definitely there has, but since the Review - or the first Review has come out, I believe there’s only been one hire car plate sold.  Prior to that plates were selling and really I couldn’t see any benefit of any more plates being released.  There wasn’t enough enquiring for more plates.  If someone wanted to sell one, someone usually bought it, but there was no-one racing around saying I can’t buy a plate.

MR BAXTER:  What sort of prices were they selling for, have you any idea?

MR KENNEDY:  Well, they’ve been up as far as $140,000.  The majority have sold in the vicinity of 120, 125.

MR BAXTER:  If the government was to pay some form of compensation, what sort of price should they be paying you?

MR KENNEDY:  I feel they should be paying the going rate, because we don’t - it’s not our decision to get out of this business, it’ll be the government forcing us out of the business.  It’s not us running a business badly, we’re running our businesses quite well.  It’s not big paying, we’ll never get rich, but it’s better than being either on the dole or getting the pension.

MR BAXTER:  Yes sure, understand.  This is not meant to be a trick question but I was really trying to sort of make sure I understand this.  We’ve heard sort of from a previous speaker that they’ve been trying to sell their plate now for some time at 120 and been unable to do so.  What do you see then as the going rate, and what should the government use as the going rate?

MR KENNEDY:  I still feel the going rate should be in the 120 area.  The main reason that it’s - that they can’t sell at that price now is because of the reviews.  Anyone would be a fool to come into the industry and pay 120 or even 100 and then a couple of months later find that it’s deregulated and they get it for 7,000 or 8,000.

MR BAXTER:  Yes.  Yes, I hear what you’re saying.  That’s good.  You say that you don’t believe we need any more hire car plates, and indeed probably don’t need any more taxi plates too I think you said.  What’s the correct number of hire car plates, have you ever given any thought to that issue?

MR KENNEDY:  It’s a very hard thing both with hire cars and taxis.  Last Friday night with the Brumbies playing we probably could have used another 10 plates.

MR BAXTER:  Yes, yes.

MR KENNEDY:  But Saturday we probably could have done with only 10 plates.

MR BAXTER:  Right, yes.

MR KENNEDY:  So it is very, very hard to come to a figure.

MR BAXTER:  Yes.

MR KENNEDY:  Everyone that’s in the industry at the moment have got their ups and downs, they have their very bad times, and they have their good times.

MR BAXTER:  Yes.  In running your business, I mean you’ve got the two cars so I presume you’ve got a driver on one and you’re driving the other one presumably - and again my thanks for giving up your time to come in here today, I can’t overemphasise that point enough.  But in terms of running that do you sort of set yourself a target income, or a budget, or something or other per week?  How do you actually do this?

MR KENNEDY:  Well, it’s very hard to set a budget.  I know what we’ve got to take.

MR BAXTER:  Yes.

MR KENNEDY:  But if it’s a bad day, you know, you can’t get a gun and say to someone, “Hop in my car”.

MR BAXTER:  Yes.

MR KENNEDY:  We try our hardest, we go to the airport and hope we’ll get some extra business.  It’s all by word of mouth and a bit of advertising in the Yellow Pages.

MR BAXTER:  Right.

MR KENNEDY:  Because you know we’ve only got the one rank, which is the airport, the rest of our business comes over the phone.

MR BAXTER:  So in terms of the overall proportion of your business, I mean approximately what proportion comes over the phone?  Is it 90% or is it 50%?  I mean just roughly.

MR KENNEDY:  In my business it would be at least 95%.

MR BAXTER:  Right, so very few airport traffic.

MR KENNEDY:  I’m getting a bit old to be standing around the airport all day.

MR BAXTER:  Just let me follow that through a little bit further.  I mean presumably as you say you’ve got peak periods, which we know.  I mean obviously you’ve got the morning peak, then you’ve got an evening peak.  What do you do during those other times?  I mean do you rest the car, do you sort of take it off the road, do you do repairs and maintenance, or do you - - -

MR KENNEDY:  Do maintenance, do bookwork.

MR BAXTER:  Yes.

MR KENNEDY:  There’s always a lot of bookwork to do.

MR BAXTER:  Yes, yes.

MR KENNEDY:  If I had to pay an office girl I just couldn’t make ends meet.

MR BAXTER:  Yes, I understand.

MR KENNEDY:  So I’ve got to be the mechanic, the car washer, the driver, the bookkeeper, whatever.

MR BAXTER:  Yes, yes, yes.  So effectively you would, what, normally sort of bring the car on early in the morning, take the first ones to the airport, 5 o’clock or whatever time - - -

MR KENNEDY:  Yes, we’d usually take the car off around about 
10-10.30 and be back on again about 3.

MR BAXTER:  Right, yes.  Yes.  And then of an evening what, run through to the last flight.  What was it?

MR KENNEDY:  Yes, at least the last flight.  And weekends like Saturday nights are very, very busy with the stretch.  You can go till 1 or 
2 o’clock at night.

MR BAXTER:  Right, right.  Yes.  

MR MCGHIE:  Just going back to the casino for a moment, which we’ve had a job quite getting a grip on that, and one of the previous speakers said the casino has - you know, the business has dropped away there.  What’s going on is the casino not doing the business with you, or are the taxis doing it, or - - -

MR KENNEDY:  No, what happened with the casino is when the casino first opened there was no Melbourne or Sydney casinos.  We had people flying into Canberra all the time and there was a lot of work coming from it.  We’ve now got a Melbourne and Sydney casino, the Canberra Casino just isn’t as viable as what it used to be.

MR MCGHIE:  There was a point too, I think, didn’t the hire cars have exclusive rights at the casino at one point?

MR KENNEDY:  Pardon?

MR MCGHIE:  Didn’t the hire cars have exclusive rights of the casino at one point?

MR KENNEDY:  What do you mean the hire cars?  Taxis can get jobs there.

MR MCGHIE:  I just thought at an earlier point it was just available for hire cars, but not so.

MR KENNEDY:  No, no.  Taxis have got a rank at the Crown Plaza, which was the Parkroyal, which is right outside the casino.

MR MCGHIE:  Okay.  Yes.  No, I must have been wrong.

MR BAXTER:  Do you actually run one of your cars, drive it all the time yourself, or do you have other drivers on that car or how do you - - -

MR KENNEDY:  I drive all the time myself and I do have a part-time driver that - when I’m very busy with the stretch.  

MR BAXTER:  I see.

MR KENNEDY:  See, there’s not a lot of work for a stretch.

MR BAXTER:  Okay.

MR KENNEDY:  The stretch would - Saturday night very busy and some nights during the week you’ll get dinner transfers.

MR BAXTER:  Right.

MR KENNEDY:  But there isn’t a lot of work for stretches.  That’s why, at one stage mine was the only registered stretch.  Since then, we’ve had one more come on and you know, we don’t get a lot of work so that’s 
why - weddings, yes, flat out with weddings.  And that was one other thing in your review, that you stated that the RHV’s would come in the same category as us and have to pay $7,000.  They would have no hope in the world of making enough money doing weddings to pay their $7,000 so they’d still be doing it illegally.

MR BAXTER:  We’ve heard comment about the illegals and so forth around town and in fact, reference was made to a couple of stretches.

MR KENNEDY:  Yes.

MR BAXTER:  I trust it wasn’t you, so when you actually said that stretch - - 

MR KENNEDY:  No, mine are registered.  

MR BAXTER:  What’s your experience?  I mean, are you - - -

MR KENNEDY:  There are - there are - I - I see them regularly.

MR BAXTER:  Right.

MR KENNEDY:  And we have reported them regularly.

MR BAXTER:  And obviously, they’re known in the industry who they are on so forth, yes.

MR KENNEDY:  We know them, yes.  And the government just says, or the department - Motor - the Registry just say no, it’s too hard, we can’t afford to lose the case.

MR BAXTER:  Yes.

MR KENNEDY:  You know?  And they just won’t do anything.  As David said a moment ago, if one of them have an accident then people aren’t covered.

MR BAXTER:  Yes.

MR KENNEDY:  We do need RHV’s.  We need RHV’s for weddings and formals.  Because the hire cars can’t cover everything and that is why they were brought on, when they first brought them on.

MR BAXTER:  Yes.

MR KENNEDY:  We agreed with the department that they were a necessary evil, I suppose you’d call it.

MR BAXTER:  Right.  From what you’ve said, I mean clearly your vehicles aren’t working concurrently throughout the day?  You’ll use your sedan and sometimes you’ll use your stretch at other times.  If the period’s briefly busy, you’ll bring in a driver to drive - - - 

MR KENNEDY:  Yes.

MR BAXTER:  - - - one of your other vehicles and so you actually do have one vehicle more or less sitting, at least temporarily idle and so forth.

MR KENNEDY:  Yes, the stretch mainly.

MR BAXTER:  Yes.

MR KENNEDY:  Like this morning, one of the companies had a lot of work and they asked me could I help them in the stretch, so I put a driver in my car and I’ve been out in the stretch helping them do some work this morning.

MR BAXTER:  Right, right.

MR KENNEDY:  But after I finish here, I’ll go home and get back into the car and the stretch will be put away in moth balls for a while.  

MR BAXTER:  I understand, understand.  I think that’s all the questions we’ve got.  Is there anything else that you might want to ask of us?

MR KENNEDY:  No, no that’s all.

MR BAXTER:  Well thank you very, very much.  Appreciate that.

MR KENNEDY:  Thank you.

MR BAXTER:  Good, well thank you Mr Cooper, for coming and being with us this morning.  Again, I just invite you to give your name and where you’re from for the record.

MR COOPER:  Sure.

MR BAXTER:  And then allow you to talk to me.

MR COOPER:  Thanks.  Gentlemen, my name’s Wal Cooper.  I’m currently the Chairman of Canberra Hire Cars.  My background is I’ve been a resident of Canberra for 45 years.  I’ve seen the city grow.  My whole working life until I retired, was spent in the finance industry and running businesses both for myself and for others and I think I have a fair knowledge of how businesses should be run.  

This whole episode, to me seems like a - the old saying, here we go again, because that truthfully is what’s happening.  Here we go again.  And I’m going to suggest to you, Mr Chairman that a lot of the speakers today will say precisely the same things and I’m going to do that, if you don’t mind.  

The government here has spent, over the last couple of years, a lot of time, energy and money into reviews into the future direction of the ACT hire car and taxi industries.  We thought we had a fair outcome last year when the then government Standing Committee made certain recommendations and the present government indicated they were going to support those recommendations.  But unfortunately that hasn’t been the situation and I ask you, gentlemen, why fix it if it’s not broken?  Because it’s not broken.  

The industry runs quite successfully in the way it has been running for years and it will continue to do so if it’s left alone.  Nobody’s ever told us that there’s something wrong with the industry, because had they done so I’m sure that the members of the Limousine Association would have spent a lot of time and effort in - in fixing those problems because we’ve got one thing to sell to the community, to the public and that is service and if there’s something wrong with our service, we need to know about it.  And I don’t think we get too many complaints.

Have the members of the committee spoken to hire care operators?  Nobody’s come to speak to me.  And I’m pleased to know, Mr Chairman, that you at least have ridden in a hire car, even though you were signing on some documents.  And I’d probably suggest that you didn’t have any problems with the service that was offered by that hire car.  If the government persists with this perceived intention to deregulate the industry by issuing further plates, I suggest it will cause certain things to happen.

It could cause a number of operators to exit the industry, either because it becomes unprofitable - there’s only a certain amount of work available in the hire car industry and if you divide that between 25 cars at the moment, you get a figure.  If you put another 10 cars on, you divide that amount by 35 and that’s what I mean by it becomes unprofitable.  They could also have lost a large part of their investment in a plate because either the bank owns it or they’ve lost it through some other means to a finance company.  And I can suggest to you that in the same way as the banks a couple of years ago found themselves running farms and they didn’t like that, I don’t think banks are going to be interested in running hire cars around Canberra either.  

There’s also the possibility that if there is no true regulation in both the taxi and the hire car industry in the ACT, the whole transport system will resemble that of a third world country.  And can I suggest to you that in New Zealand, where they deregulated a number of years ago, and I’m not sure that you’re aware of that - if you get out at any of the major airports in New Zealand, or in fact some of the minor ones, you can get yourself into a Toyota Crown, an old 1973 BMW or - or whatever it is because there is no regulation.  There are no standards that have been set by the government authorities there.  I spent a number of years working in Western Samoa and can I tell you, there’s no regulation there.  In fact, the - the whole industry is topsy turvy.  

An important sector of the ACT transport industry - the hire car industry - has been marking time for all of the period that I’ve been involved.  People’s lives are on hold.  Thankfully, I don’t own a plate.  When I retired - I’d been involved for three years, I - I drove just casually, started with my son-in-law three years ago and then realised that it was something that I liked doing and I’ve subsequently leased a plate and purchased my own vehicle.  And, as Mr Kennedy suggested, those investments in both plates and cars represent an enormous amount of money.  

Mr Kennedy suggested a - a plate is something in the $120,000.  Most operators who buy a new vehicle would pay anything up to $50,000 to $60,000 for a vehicle and a lot more for a stretch limousine.  And we, the participants in this industry in the ACT, need to get on with our business of providing a superior service to the ACT community.  The industry needs to be left alone.  I rest my case.

MR BAXTER:  Thank you very much, I appreciate that.  Yes, I recognise the sort of problems in Western Samoa.  And Papua New Guinea where I spent a lot of my time is another place which doesn’t have a regulation that is quite an interesting exercise.  I think it’s important just to note that the Commission has tried to at least pick up the point of regulation of vehicles, so that at least one goes to the issue of appropriate standards of the vehicles per se as part of the licensing process and the issue that the Commission is trying to focus upon is the issue of whether or not the government should actually restrict the number of licences or allow the market to determine the number of licences that are there.  

Which leads me to, I guess, a couple of little questions.  We’ve got 25 or so hire car licence plates around at the moment, but why is that the correct number?  Is that the correct number that should be there?  Do we need less?  Do we need more?  How does the government decide?

MR COOPER:  I think there are an adequate number of licences operating in the ACT, I certainly don’t think that we need any more.  The guys that drive hire cars do it, to a certain extent, because they like being out and they’re talking to people, they like driving or whatever.  They put in some pretty long hours and as Mr Kennedy suggested, there’s a break in the middle of the day where we all do our maintenance or bookwork or whatever it might be.  Frankly, I don’t see that there’s enough business there to warrant the issue of any more hire car plates.  It’s competitive enough as it is at the moment.

MR BAXTER:  But if the market is that level, why would you be worried about whether other people might come in, if the market is this good.

MR COOPER:  The market, Mr Baxter, is not going to increase, and we’ve seen in recent times, when government departments are tightening up on their budgets, we know of particular governments who have told their employees, who on a regular basis, travelled with the hire car industry, not to travel with the hire car industry but to use taxis.  We know that, we see people who go past us at the airport to pick up a cab and they’ve been regular clients for years.  

MR BAXTER:  But if the market was deregulated in the sense of anyone could get a hire car plate who don’t want one, wouldn’t your experience in business and the various areas that you’ve been in over the years, suggest that people will come to a view ultimately that they - it’s not much use getting one of these plates because there’s not enough business, regardless of what it costs to get in?

MR COOPER:  I think they would get to that but I do believe that there may be certain parties in the ACT who are interested in getting a hire car plate to do other types of work, other than what’s regular with the hire car industry today.  Maybe it’s strictly tours of the city or the wineries or whatever it might be, but I’ve been led to believe that there are people interested in doing that and not becoming competitive in our industry, per se, as it exists today, because they know that there’s no more work around.  It’s restricted.  

MR BAXTER:  But doesn’t that open up the opportunity for new areas of work and so forth?  Isn’t that what you’re suggesting?  Or have I misunderstood you?

MR COOPER:  No, that is a new area of work but it’s an area of work that we can’t regulate ourselves to because we’ve got a regular client base who we need to service.  Early in the morning, late at night, Thursdays, Fridays, Saturdays, we couldn’t - well I don’t think we could take on that sort of work.

MR BAXTER:  But aren’t we saying that we’re therefore restricting the opportunity for the market and the industry in the broad - - -

MR COOPER:  No, what I’m suggesting to you is, that those operators don’t need to be issued with a hire car plate, there must be some other type of plate that could be issued to those people that would allow them to do the tours that we can’t see our way clear to do.  They don’t need to have a hire car plate.  

MR BAXTER:  Okay.  You say at the moment you’re leasing a plate - - -

MR COOPER:  Yes.

MR BAXTER:  - - - from someone around the place.  Now we’ve seen various submissions from parts of the industry and my apologies if we haven’t been actually to see you beforehand, we’re more than happy to talk at any time, but we have spoken to a number of representatives of the industry.  But it’s been suggested at various times that the industry are only just managing to make ends meet, people buy into the industry as a lifestyle choice, almost, I think, to paraphrase your earlier words.  You’re there with an obligation to pay a lease, you’re there with at least some form of income you’re looking for, presumably.  I mean, is the industry returning some sort of an income?  I mean, obviously it’s returning enough for you to pay your lease, otherwise you wouldn’t have a plate.

MR COOPER:  It returns enough to pay the lease and some fees and the fuel obviously.  Nobody is every going to make a fortune in the hire car industry in the ACT I can assure you of that.  What it has saved me doing is touching my superannuation and that’s it in a nutshell.  If I had to rely on this to pay a mortgage and live and bring up a family, and thank goodness I don’t have to, I wouldn’t - couldn’t afford to be in the industry.

MR BAXTER:  In terms of the overall size, you talked about the size of the industry and, you know it’s - you talked about sort of, you know, 25 plates divided through that, gives you a reasonable sort of size.  I mean what’s your view as to the overall value of the industry in some total sense, have you any view on that?

MR COOPER:  Do you mean monetary value, takings of all cars?

MR BAXTER:  Monetary value, yes, yes.

MR COOPER:  I would suggest to you that it could be something in the vicinity of three to three and a half million dollars a year.  But you should also ask me what the expenses are.

MR BAXTER:  Well I’m more than happy for you to sort of give me that in actual fact, please, but do you have some, you have some views on - - -

MR COOPER:  Yes I believe, I believe that it would cost anyone in the industry, when you take into account what they could be getting as a return on the money they’ve invested in a car and a plate and by the time they pay all of their expenses and registration, insurance, base fees as most operators have, you can’t get - you can’t start the week by putting money in your pocket unless you’ve earned, at least, between 1,500 and $2,000.  Now that sounds a staggering amount of money to you, I know, but it’s factual.  A minimum of $1,500 if you were leasing a plate and you’re paying all of your expenses.

MR BAXTER:  Okay, well that’s useful.  I mean it’s significant just to note here that, of course, the Commission doesn’t set the fees for hire cars, so obviously one is conscious that you look to sort of see what the taxi rates are and also what the market - - -

MR COOPER:  Yes, but we’re not going to price ourselves out of the industry are we, yes.

MR BAXTER:  Exactly right, that’s exactly right, yes I understand that.  That’s the process.  In the process, however, I mean the - presumably the hire car industry is able to negotiate sort of prices on particular jobs.  I mean, we’ve heard an earlier speaker refer to trips down to the snow and, Snowies and so forth.  Is that sort of the norm in the industry, I mean if I grab a hire car at the airport, I think the charges are usually pretty well much the same, to be quite honest out to my place but for other - - -

MR COOPER:  Well I think most operators would prefer a two hour trip to Cooma as an example and do a cut deal instead of sit out at the airport, yes.

MR BAXTER:  Yes, yes.

MR COOPER:  Yes, so deals are done let me assure you of that, and there’s nothing wrong with that.

MR BAXTER:  Yes, no, no, no that’s the nature of it.  In terms of the business that you’re involved in, I mean this is the plate that you’re hiring, leasing and so forth.  Again are most of the work coming via telephones or is it or - - -

MR COOPER:  Yes, exactly the same the way as Mr Kennedy suggested, yes, I’m a bit younger than Mr Kennedy so I’m prepared to spend a bit more time at the airport.

MR BAXTER:  I was going to say I didn’t think the coffee was that good but anyhow.

MR COOPER:  It was what was in it sir.

MR MCGHIE:  Mr Cooper you - I didn’t quite pick up what you were saying about the tourism industry and that side of the business.  You know, we know that there are one or two Taragos and things running around to take tourists and they seem to have a peculiar licensing arrangement up till now.

MR COOPER:  Yes.

MR MCGHIE:  And we’ve had quite a few submissions wanting just to have all kinds of categories, you know, for tourism and for stuff out into the Brindabellas with four wheel drives and then you finish up with taxis and wheelchair access taxis and hire cars and one of the things we’ve been trying to get away from is to limit the number of categories.  So there are much broader categories and within the categories the industry can sort out itself what it wants to do rather than having, you know, Department of Urban Services saying these are the sorts of licenses.  

I can’t really see that there’s a problem if, you know, for example let’s say the Taragos that do some tourism around the place, are also classified as hire cars.  I mean they’re not really going to cut into your business because you’ve got a specific kind of business.  You get your phone calls from people who are looking for a particular situation.  Those people aren’t going to be wanting to hire Taragos or much less some four wheel drive to - - -

MR COOPER:  No, I think you’re wrong Mr McGhie, I think you’re wrong.  If you issue other participants with an H-plate, you can bet one into a brick they’re going to slowly but surely get into the business that’s currently being operated by the hire car industry here in the ACT.  And with due respect there aren’t a lot of categories around.  There’s a pure hire car category, there may be a - which could include your dinner transfers and your weddings, but I think the other category is those who wish to do tours.  And surely the government could devise a licensing system for people who simply want to do tours as against registering them with an MO plate.  It’s only one more category.

MR MCGHIE:  Well yes, we’ve got taxis, we’ve got - within that wheelchair access taxis, we’ve got hire cars, we’ve got restricted hire vehicles - - -

MR COOPER:  Yes well, what do the restricted hire vehicles do?

MR MCGHIE:  - - - and then we’ve had proposals - - -

MR COOPER:  But what do the restricted hire - the RHVs do?

MR MCGHIE:  Well, they’re your Cadillacs, and your Jags, and so on that do your formal sort of - - -

MR COOPER:  Well, what do they do?  I know they’re - whatever, they’re cars.  But what do they do?

MR MCGHIE:  Formals, I mean what we’re told - I mean I can only say what I’ve heard in the submissions.  Formals and weddings.

MR COOPER:  I can tell you what they do if you’d like me to tell you.

MR MCGHIE:  I would.

MR COOPER:  They do a lot of the business that we should be doing, quite frankly.  They’re doing the weddings, they’re doing the formals, and they’re old model stretch limousines, and the sedans that are registered with H-plates are missing out on business because the government is not controlling that RHV section as it should do.  And I would suggest to you that it needs policing.  Enormous problems in that RHV industry section.

MR MCGHIE:  Yes well, we’ve picked that up.

MR COOPER:  And maybe that’s not your responsibility, but it’s somebody’s responsibility in the government.  That’s one of the big problems in the industry today, people are muscling in on our business.

MR MCGHIE:  There’s a chance to muscle in on their business.  I mean, you know, there’s a demand across the board for various kinds of 
business - - -

MR COOPER:  Yes, but some people have certain standards in mind.

MR MCGHIE:  Sure.

MR COOPER:  And I would suggest to you that the people in this industry have certain standards, and we stick to those standards.

MR MCGHIE:  I’m not questioning that, but I mean - - -

MR COOPER:  No, I know you’re not.

MR MCGHIE:  - - - why if you’ve got a hire car licence - you know, you might decide to have a Tarago and do more tours to the wine industry and so on, or take slightly larger groups down to the snow or something like that.  I can’t see that that’s really a problem.  People - you know, you and your colleagues can make a choice, you know, already some of you have a hire car and then some of you have got a stretch as well which you use for particular occasions.  I guess for argument’s sake you might have a - you know, some sort of a 7 or 8 seater that are also used for particular occasions.  You know, people that want to shift a group around.  I mean often I’ve been in a situation where there’s been five or six of us and we finish up with getting two cars.  I mean ideally we should be able to ring up and get a Tarago or something - or whatever it is, and get that.

MR COOPER:  Can I suggest to you there’s nothing better than two current model LTDs as against a 1975 stretched Cadillac?

MR MCGHIE:  I’m sure that’s true.

MR COOPER:  And there’s very little difference in the price, and the comfort is greater.

MR MCGHIE:  But let me just take you back to that position because it happens a lot.  You’ve got a group of business guys, there are five of them or six of them and they’re heading for the airport or somewhere and they’re having to find a couple of vehicles.  When they ring up they get two taxis, two hire cars, whatever it is.

MR COOPER:  Yes.

MR MCGHIE:  You know, why shouldn’t there be hire car licenses that have 8 seaters?

MR COOPER:  There are hire car licenses.  We’ve got two stretched limousines, and they’re classic examples of your hire car licence for vehicles that can carry more than four passengers.  You’ve got them.

MR MCGHIE:  How many stretches are there in Canberra?

MR COOPER:  Two legal hire cars with H-plates.  

MR MCGHIE:  What’s the going plate lease cost, just in general terms at the moment?

MR COOPER:  If you’re a real nail cutter, I suggest 800, if you’re not that good at bargaining, 900.  Between 8 and $900 a month.

MR MCGHIE:  A month, yes.

MR COOPER:  Not a bad investment.

MR BAXTER:  We’ve had some people actually say this and your wider user knowledge would be helpful here - say to us that they, you know, barely managed to pay the interest on their borrowings on their plate in the - - - 

MR COOPER:  Yes, and car.

MR BAXTER:  And car, good point.

MR COOPER:  Yes.

MR BAXTER:  In the industry.  Yet obviously, people like yourself are able to pay the 8 or 900 or whatever it is per month to cover the leasing of that plate, and presumably pay off something towards at least the interest, if not repaying off something on the vehicle.

MR COOPER:  Yes.  

MR BAXTER:  What’s the difference here?  Are some people just better at getting work, are they able to generate a greater degree of revenue than others, or are just some people better in this industry?

MR COOPER:  I think it depends.  I think there are some people in the industry who have borrowed to buy both a car and a plate and they’ve gone to a financier and have a three year deal on a rate of interest.  And I think you’ll find, over the last 12 months, certainly since the collapse of Ansett here, since Comcar have started to cut back on the work that they allocate to hire cars, because they put on more drivers and more cars, since the downturn in people travelling, I think you’ll find that there are people in that category that you’ve suggested who could well be finding it difficult to meet their commitments or liabilities.  I have no doubt about that statement.  

MR BAXTER:  Yes, all right.  I think that’s all we want to ask in actual fact.  Is there anything else that you wanted to say at this stage?

MR COOPER:  No.  I’ve said enough, I think.  

MR BAXTER:  Thank you very, very much.  

MR COOPER:  Thanks so much.  

MR BAXTER:  It was actually very, very helpful, thank you.  

Okay, we must now welcome Mr Sliwka, who we invite again, you just to give your name and where you’re from and then make a statement as before, as you wish, then we’ll ask some questions, thank you.

MR SLIWKA:  Well, good morning, gentlemen.  My name is Richard Sliwka.  I own a business, a hire car business and I work with the Canberra Hire Cars organisation.  And after reading this report - not fully because I didn’t get it until rather late - I was a little bit frightened and I’m a little bit angry because my business is no longer in business if the things in that report are in fact implemented.  

Well, fortunately or unfortunately, I took the same tack as Wal Cooper, so you’ve heard all that, okay?  And I don’t want to go over that again.  However, I will go into a little bit about the equity in my business and an adequate purchase price for the purchase of my business by the ACT Government if this goes through.  

Now I purchased my unrestricted hire car plate on the open market in 1992, therefore I’ve been in the business for 10 years.  The emphasis is on “purchased on the open market”, at market value in accordance with the legislated rules which applied at the time.  And I am an owner/operator as distinct from a lessor.  I purchased that business at car market value in 1992, the purchase of which is supported by documentation supplied to me by the then ACT Government, together with a receipt for the payment of stamp duty for the sale of a business.  Not a licence, a business.  

MR MCGHIE:  I’m not absolutely clear, Mr Sliwka.  You got your licence - you bought it from somebody else or you bought it from the government?

MR SLIWKA:  I bought it from somebody else, right?  But the ACT government wrote to me and required stamp duty payments on the sale of a business.  Not a licence.  

MR MCGHIE:  Okay.

MR SLIWKA:  Okay.  And I have the documentation to prove it.  Now I used my accumulated superannuation funds to purchase the business and now I find that I will lose the lot under the proposed new system.  Furthermore, gentlemen, I find that the ACT Government wishes not to recognise that I purchased a business and therefore does not wish to pay an adequate purchase price under the new rules.

For the past 10 years the capital cost of the purchase of my business has been shown in my balance sheet as an asset and therefore reflects the equity I have in my business.  That equity would have grown in value, not a great deal from what all these people have said, and I also believe that, but it would have grown a little bit.  Okay.  

Now the ACT Government, and you members of the ICRC I think, wish me to believe that my business has decreased in value over the past 10 years.  And I say that at section 6.23 under the heading “The Safety Net” which is to be phased in over a three year period.  The ACT Government wishes me to believe that the equity that I have in my business in the first year of the phasing in period is $28,000, being approximately 3.75 times less than my original purchase price.  $17,000 in year two, $5,000 in year three and zero thereafter.  And then they intend to charge me a licence fee for the plate that I own if I do not take their offer.

Under the new proposal a person who buys a licence, at very little capital outlay, sanctioned by the ACT Government under the new proposal, can afford to set up business at my expense in an industry which I have helped to grow without contributing a satisfactory compensation.  Because mark my words I would go bankrupt under this new system and my family will be without a home.

If, gentlemen, I am foolish enough to take their offer, accepting therefore a payment five times less than what I consider to be a real value, I am then barred from the industry for five years, having accepted a substantial loss, having no superannuation and no means of earning a living at the age of 56.  Not real good gentlemen.  

Correct me please if I have an misunderstanding of how investments work.  And it is referred to in this report as an investment, as are the taxis et cetera.  My understanding is that an investment of capital grows at a particular rate and a return is paid at intervals as specified in an agreement which can be re-invested or realised.  If re-invested, then the capital value grows.  Maybe not very much, but it grows.  That is not the point.  If, at a given point in time one wishes to realise that investment, then one withdraws the total capital value at the time which would include the original capital investment amount.  Why is it not so in the hire car business?  Please explain.

Now I’ve just gone through what we’ve been offered.  I have calculated that the value of my business is approximately $140,000.  If the government wishes to buy my business with the express intention of reselling or leasing that business then a price equivalent to that would be acceptable.  And in conclusion, gentlemen, if changes must be made to supposedly improve the industry, which I believe doesn’t need it, would it not be wiser to place all participants on an equal footing?  Compensate current owners at current market value and remove the five year non-entry period and allow participants to compete equally and in so doing preventing many business from going to failure.  Thank you. 

MR BAXTER:  Thanks Mr Sliwka.  You bought the business - and I hear what you’re saying in terms of business, so I’ll use that term.  You bought the business in 1992 and since that time, presumably you’ve been generating sufficient income to pay off some of that or have you just been sort of meeting the costs of interest on the investment cost or what’s 
the - - - 

MR SLIWKA:  Exactly.  That is exactly right.  And I, like others - - - 

MR BAXTER:  Sorry, which one was it?  Sorry, I missed the ...(indistinct)... 

MR SLIWKA:  I mentioned that I put my accumulated superannuation funds into buying the business.

MR BAXTER:  Yes.

MR SLIWKA:  I actually had to borrow money in order to stay in the business.  Okay, because we need to replace cars et cetera, et cetera.  Now that’s not easy because business - I mean there have been pilot strikes and all that sort of stuff - doesn’t help the industry okay.  All right, so it’s been very difficult.  So in one way or another I’ve had to borrow money, okay.  

So I’m basically just paying that off.  I have educated three kids, or put them through schools and so on.  It all costs money.  There is mention in here about return on investment.  Break even friends, break even.  Basically return on investment - if I might just add, a return on investment as shown in section 9.3.2 of your report, you show a table of costs of operating a hire car.  The total shows about $59,600.  However, you fail to show all the costs, namely owner/operator wages, which is basically wages, it’s not a profit of any sort, it’s wages.  Depreciation, you need to replace vehicles et cetera, and GST that now applies.  Now I haven’t done a full costing of it but I think it would be an interesting little exercise.  

MR BAXTER:  Over that period then you’ve replaced your vehicle at least once by the sounds of this.

MR SLIWKA:  That’s right.

MR BAXTER:  And made payments towards the repaying that off and what-have-you under whatever leasing or finance arrangements and so forth that you’ve received.  You’ve calculated an amount, at the moment you say that the business is currently worth 140K - - - 

MR SLIWKA:  That’s right.  Well others are saying 125.  

MR BAXTER:  Yes.

MR SILWKA:  I’m saying 140 and I’m basing that on - and whether it’s an acceptable rule or not, I don’t know.  But I’m basing that on the value of turnover as opposed to sale price on a taxi.  A taxi conservatively sells, or sold, prior to this review, for about $280,000.  Let’s say a taxi turned over, conservatively, $180,000.  It’s almost a 40% difference between turn over and sale.  If you apply that 40% difference to turnover for a hire car, which is in the vicinity of $100,000, that’s what I based my figure of $140,000 on.

MR BAXTER:  Right, that’s what I was driving to.  If you were paid some form of compensation would you leave the industry?  Is it worthwhile staying in the industry as far as you’re concerned?

MR SLIWKA:  My circumstance is probably a little bit different to others in that I have had health problems, which I don’t want to go into.

MR BAXTER:  That’s fine.

MR SLIWKA:  And I’ve been advised that I should possibly look for other sort of work.  So that answers that question.

MR BAXTER:  Okay.  So that puts it into context.  Had you been trying to sell the plate beforehand - the business, I should say.

MR SLIWKA:  I have.  I have advertised it.  I advertised it prior to this review.  I advertised it for almost 12 months.

MR BAXTER:  Right.  Okay.

MR SLIWKA:  I’ve had people that have been interested.

MR BAXTER:  Yes.

MR SLIWKA:  But as soon as this came out, forget it.  So I’ve stopped advertising.

MR BAXTER:  The initial cost of buying into the business - have you now paid all that off, or what’s the situation there, in terms -  I mean, I know you rolled over into a new car and so forth, so presumably you’ve continued just with an overdraft or something?

MR SLIWKA:  No, I’ve probably borrowed probably more now than what I initially outlaid, because - you know, I’ve done other things, too, right, but that’s nobody’s concern.

MR BAXTER:  Yes, no, I understand.  That’s fine, that’s fine.  You’re just running the one hire car, you don’t - - -


MR SLIWKA:  I’m just running the one hire care, but I want to survive.


MR BAXTER:  Yes, I understand, I understand.  In terms of this particular business that you’ve been running and so forth, have you been operating it sort of similar to some of the earlier people who spoke to us in terms of - - -

MR SLIWKA:  I have had relief drivers, all right, okay.

MR BAXTER:  Right.

MR SLIWKA:  Which is another cost.

MR BAXTER:  Yes.

MR SLIWKA:  Some of them don’t bear that cost, but I have had relief drivers.  When I drive myself, then I’ll operate under the same sort of circumstances, early morning, around 10.30 go home, relax, whatever you need to do, if you need have a sleep then you have a sleep, come back out at about 3 o’clock, work through till finish.

MR BAXTER:  Is there a rough standard that’s applied to payment of these relief drivers?  I mean, in the taxi industry, drivers work on a 50/50 arrangement usually from what we’re told - - -

MR SLIWKA:  We have an arrangement like that also.

MR BAXTER:  So a similar sort of arrangement applies in hire cars?

MR SLIWKA:  Yes, yes.

MR BAXTER:  Yes, okay, fine.  And in terms of having someone come in and sort of do sort of relief driving and so forth for you, do you do that on the basis that says “Well, you know, it’s an afternoon shift” or “It’s a Saturday night shift, I would expect you to sort of be turning over x dollars in this time”, and if that driver doesn’t sort of meet those expectations you tend not to sort of get them again after a period of time, is that the way it works?

MR SLIWKA:  Well yes, of course we do have our personal standards.  The way I operate is that I have a driver for a set day, they can choose the day, all right?  So that I can have some relief, okay.  Basically I drive three and a half, maybe four days a week.

MR BAXTER:  Yes.

MR SLIWKA:  And that includes sort of weekends, okay.  But the driver can say “I want to drive every Monday Tuesday”, and I’m happy with that, if that suits me, all right.  So they can choose.  Therefore I know what Monday’s and Tuesday’s take should roughly be, and obviously if that’s not met than I’ll make appropriate decisions.

MR BAXTER:  Yes, yes, I understand, yes, fair enough.  Just continuing on with this sort of this thing, we’ve had some discussions on the matter of these illegal cars and so forth driving around, again your experience 
is - - -

MR SLIWKA:  Yes, I’m fully aware of that, yes.

MR BAXTER:  And that’s what we’re sort of seeing.

MR SLIWKA:  And that is very very true.  I mean I was going to mention all that, but it’s been mentioned a dozen times. 

MR BAXTER:  Yes.  So it’s okay, so it’s understood.

MR SLIWKA:  And I would be just reinforcing that, right.  And I don’t think the government’s doing a very good job in policing under the current rules let alone under these rules - it’d be havoc.

MR BAXTER:  Yes, yes.  I think actually I’ve probably covered all the points because we’ve covered some of them earlier on.  Is there anything else that you  might want to pick up at this point that we haven’t asked of you or that you - - -

MR SLIWKA:  No, I intend to put in a submission anyway, so any points that I haven’t sort of thought of right now I’ll put in that.  Because it was rather late, I was told that every member of the hire car industry should have got one of these, and I didn’t get mine until last Friday, all right, and that was courtesy of a colleague of mine, and I was told that the ICRC would be sending these out to all owners.  Didn’t happen, in my case.

MR BAXTER:  Well, I’ll check that for you.  Good.  Well thank you very very much, that’s extremely helpful.

Thank you, we’ve just got a sort of slight change around sort of - Mr Trenery, I think it is?

MR TRENERY:  Bert Trenery.

MR BAXTER:  We invite you - sort of just give your name and where 

you’re from and then what you say.

MR TRENERY:  Thanks, Mr Baxter.  I’m Bert Trenery, I’m also president of the Limousine Industry Association, but I’ve been running a hire care since 1994, and I’m one of the members of the Canberra Hire Car Co-operative, all right.

MR BAXTER:  I’ll get you just to speak a little bit too, it’s just a bit soft for us, that’s all.  Thanks.

MR TRENERY:  I’ve got 15 minutes, then I must leave, but I welcome the opportunity to comment in person.

I’m just focusing on the basics of this whole inquiry, right.  I mean, I enquired initially when we heard of this ICRC inquiry, and I was told by the office of the Minister that the Minister needed some more information.  Now, as you know this is the third inquiry, and surely all isn’t based on the NCC initial inquiry.  I mean, the ACT Government is required to meet its obligations in relation to the NCC agreement.  Now, throughout this report, there’s reference to the fact that the Commission is looking at the level of competition and restricting entry or relieving the restriction of entry into the industry, and the outcome of services to the public on the basis that it should be improved.

Now, I haven’t read in that report where the Commission fully understands the hire car industry and how it’s structured at the moment.  But I know that you know there are 22 hire cars, ACT registered hire cars.  And they are broken up into 6 different groups - there are 2 major players, as you’ve commented from the Freehill report, Hughes Limousines and Canberra Hire Cars, and they consist of 16 plates.  The other 6 hire car plates are operated by independent operators, of which there are 4, two of them running two cars each.  That’s like opening up the phone book and looking at 6 different hire car suppliers in the Yellow Pages, while in fact there are more - one of the burdens that we’re confronted with as an industry is the advertising of people who are not hire care plate operators.

It’s also the equivalent of looking at the taxi industry and saying there’s 60 different taxi companies.  So the level of competition within the hire car industry is certainly there.  I think the report probably focuses more on the taxis, but it’s focusing I think unfairly to some degree on the hire car industry.

Now, there’s a bit of a history in your report, but the way I’ve read it is that in 1977, presumably the majority - I think there was 7 plates issued in 1977 by the ACT Government, and they were sold at $60,000 in accordance with the legislative price put on them.  They’re actually sold by the government.  Now that $60,000 is an unbelievable payment by people wanting to enter the industry.  

Since then, and let me just talk about the last 7 years since I’ve been in the industry, out of the 22 plates, 11 have been sold.  11 plates are now owned by new owners, and 14 of the ACT hire car plates have been leased from one lessor or owner to a lessee.  In other words, there have been 25 new people enter the industry.  And the only restrictions that I’m aware of is if those people didn’t obtain their driving license endorsement or their license to operate from the Department of Urban Services.  Right, they must meet medical, they must meet character check, et cetera.  

Now, there’s no other restriction that my colleagues and I can recall of entering the industry.  Certainly there wasn’t when I joined, no-one asked me whether I was a person in a viable position to run a hire car, I just managed to do business with a seller of a plate and I entered the industry and I met the requirements of DUS.  Right?  So I’d just like to record the fact that I don’t believe - and I’m sure that my colleagues would support this - that there is no restriction on entry to the hire car industry.

The price to enter the industry is half of that of entering the taxi industry.  I think that the proposal of the draft to lump together hire cars and currently restricted hire vehicle licences is going to be a downfall for the industry.  I think that the theory of improved services and quality to the public that’s envisaged in the report is a dream.  It will not operate, put it that way.  You cannot operate that way.  There has to be regulation, there has to be standards of vehicles and that’s not applied at the moment.  And again throughout the report there’s a record to the fact that DUS has regulation in respect of driver accreditation, owner authorisation and vehicle standards.  

Now let me say that that’s not entirely correct.  There’s nothing in the legislation at the moment to cover vehicle standards despite representation as to DUS over the years about this.  The same goes for driver authorisation and operator accreditation.  Four years ago we proposed a draft accreditation plan based on NSW to Urban Services.  The answer that you might get that we got a few months ago was can’t find it.  And nothing’s happened to date.  Now we certainly agree that it should be in place, but we haven’t been able to do it.  If you’re able to do it that’d be great.

The consumer benefits out of this report, as I say, I think probably  unachievable under the system as proposed.  As I mentioned to you the other day, Mr Baxter, without regulation and standards the existing level of quality of service to the public cannot be maintained.  I’ve been in the industry for seven years, and one of the key things that we work on is, in fact, quality of service.  Otherwise it wouldn’t exist.  If we were providing a service lower than the taxis there wouldn’t be any hire cars.  So that’s not the case.  The demand is there simply because we’ve got people prepared to pay a little more for a quality, reliable service.  And I believe that the industry must do whatever it can to ensure that that’s maintained.

The effect on individuals, you’ve been hearing individual circumstances that would arise if the draft is accepted by the government.  I think that’s a very important issue.  I came into the industry as a pre-retirement arrangement.  I didn’t have enough money to buy a plate, I borrowed.  But I only borrowed and went into the industry on the basis that I had capital value.  Now I think everyone must protect their investments in that respect.  Because what the government is doing under the - or what this Commission is doing and the report is that you’re not offering any choice.  You’re saying that you can take this safety net and if you don’t you can’t operate for five years.  Now that’s very disgraceful - very unfair.  The report wants people to come in the industry, yet it’s saying you’re not allowed to be in it.  

The only satisfactory arrangement that I believe - and this is from members of the industry through association meetings and discussions is that if you’re going to deregulate the industry - and we’re not in a position to argue that that’s not an event or thing that will happen, it certainly will.  It has happened in other states.  But how it’s achieved is the important thing for us.  We don’t believe that anyone in the industry should lose what its paid into it in terms of licensing costs of a plate.  If people don’t take the safety net, and they can’t operate for five years, what do they do?  So the government is simply saying we’re not allowing you to be in the hire car business but we’ll allow someone else who’s a new person in the industry.  I don’t see the fairness in that.  And presumably no one else does.

The effects on the individuals are varying.  I would end up with a $120,000 loan that I have no opportunity to pay off.  I’m counting on selling my plate for at least what I paid for it and that’s going to be as soon as the beginning of next year because that’s when I plan to get out.  Not because of this, simply because I planned an eight year stint in the industry and I certainly, like a lot of other people, don’t want to lose $120,000 which is what I paid three years ago.  

Now in the past, hire car plates were sold for varying prices up to as high as, I believe, about $148,000.  So some of the plate holders at the moment have paid that much.  And I think the government or the Commission’s got to look at a reasonable system of establishing what the current value of a plate is.  And there’s several ways to do it I suppose.  If you look at a $60,000 legislated price at 1977 it would come to considerably more than $125,000 which is probably an average of what people have paid in the last five years.  Certainly in the last four years plates have sold for up to $125,000.

There are options.  I think your safety net would probably be all right if it was over a five year period and if it started off at at least $125,000.  Everyone then could opt to get out in the first year or people could stay in it and opt for a low amount later on.  But the current figures that you propose are just not acceptable.  They’re not acceptable to the industry as general and are not acceptable to individuals.  

Bearing in mind what’s happened in other states, I think that the government should be looking at what’s happened in the other territory within Australia and I think the commissioners are aware of what happened in the Northern Territory.  You visited there I think sir?

MR BAXTER:  No, I haven’t visited it but we know what’s there.

MR TRENERY:  Full compensation has been paid in the Northern Territory on a deregulated - introduction to deregulation.  

But I think this report is - it needs some adjustments and I don’t think that the Commission can say to the government what they’re doing is freeing the industry.  I think the 25 people in four years doesn’t indicate that the industry is restricted in any way from new entrants.  

I have to cut my time off because I’m on a compulsory job but I do appreciate the opportunity to advance myself on the list ahead of some others, and I apologise to those people who should have been speaking now, but I will be putting in a written submission.  There will be one coming from the Association for the Hire Car Owners.  I’m happy to answer any questions that you ask.

MR BAXTER:  Just very quickly if I might, and I’m conscious we have about a minute.  You saying you believe the quality will drop if there’s allowed entry by other players into the industry - - - 

MR TRENERY:  Under the conditions listed in here, yes.

MR BAXTER:  The reason being why? I’m not too sure why.  

MR TRENERY:  Well for a start you don’t say that there’s going to be an age limit on, or a standard of vehicles so therefore that will be lowered.

MR BAXTER:  Okay, I understand.  Now those sorts of things need to be specified, you’re quite right.  It’s intended that those requirements will be there as part of the regulation that covers the standard of the vehicle as indeed covers the standard of the drivers, so you’re quite right.  I accept your point.

MR TRENERY:  Yes.  The other thing is that there’s already an infrastructure established for those that have been - people who have set themselves up or going in the industry.  Canberra Hire Cars ...(indistinct)... been going for many, many years and we have associations with suppliers in other states.  And the client can ring up here any time of the day, 24 hours a day, and make a booking to go from home to the airport to be met by a hire car in Melbourne or Sydney or anywhere in Australia.  And sometimes these requests are of short notice and we have an - and no doubt the other major companies do - have an ability to service the public.  They’re after an efficient, quick system.  And it’s easier for well established organisations that have been running in the industry for some time to provide that.  

If the hire car - the present hire car owners were all excluded from the industry there’s no way that new operators coming in could step in and maintain that standard.  

MR BAXTER:  If the government was to use its money which is sort of the community’s money - and bear in mind that all of these things are part of ...(indistinct)... to buy out as it were the industry, does it seem fair to you that having used the community’s money in that way that the players who’ve been bought out should then be allowed to come back in and sort of operate again?  That’s the conundrum I’ve got.

MR TRENERY:  Okay.  I don’t - let’s consider either fairness or whether they’d want to.  I think, after going through the last three years, I don’t think you’d have any concern about that.  If people got their money, they would take it and go.  Right?  Because of the fact that there’s probably some uncertainty.  There may be some that come back after a short time, or after a longer period.  There may be.  But that’s a big concern, that issue is a very big concern to the current operators in the industry.  It is, it really is a big concern.

The options are, either buy back the plates that are determined current day value or an acceptable figure, or not deregulate the industry under the proposal that’s in the report.

MR BAXTER:  Yes. Okay.  But for now - - -

MR TRENERY:  And in fact, as you know, that was the recommendation of the last parliamentary committee inquiry on that.  As I say, deregulation is no doubt inevitable, but simply because I think the ACT government is committed to the NCC, they don’t know how much money is involved - you mentioned about money and the public money, but I think the ACT has already received money in relation to what it’s supposed to achieve under these things, hasn’t it?  Is that money earmarked for other things, or should it not be used for part of the cost of deregulation?

MR BAXTER:  Well certainly sort of the arrangement of the Federal Government and payment out of that fund is something that I haven’t gone into, but that’s - certainly sort of money could change hands in that area.

MR TRENERY:  That’s right.


MR BAXTER:  Associated with sort of the meaning of aspects of the National Competition Policy reforms.

MR TRENERY:  Yes.  And I think the ACT taxpayers would expect that funds from the Commonwealth for such a deregulation achievement should at least be used to cover some of these costs.

MR BAXTER:  Now I’m conscious of the time for you, so I have no further questions.

MR MCGHIE:  I’m right.

MR TRENERY:  Thank you very much.

MR BAXTER:  Thank you very very much, thank you for that.  

I think actually you’ve been sitting through the earlier ones, so you’ve got some idea of how we work.  Just give your name and sort of where you’re from and then - - -

MS STEVENSON:  Okay.  Mr Baxter and Mrs McGhie, my name’s Lorraine Stevenson, I own plate number 2, about three years ago we leased the plate because my husband got ill and we decided that we weren’t going to put full time drivers in, and luckily we could lease it, but I would have preferred to sell but there’s no market at the moment.

One of the recommendations of the Standing Committee of Urban Services made, number 4, I think is a very important factor, and that is that the ACT Government liase with the Federal Government in an effort to replace the current practices where the Comcar control private hiring from Commonwealth Agencies by a system which would enable private hire companies to deal directly with Federal Agencies.

Now, this National Competition Policy - I mean, this is mainly the reason why we’re here today, yet the biggest competitor out there that we’ve got who have subsidised vehicles, subsidised fuels, they normally run at a loss as well, so subsidised wages and everything, are not being investigated by the National Competition Policy.  I’d like to know why, and can something be done?  Now, with the new regime that you’ve sort of indicated in the draft which I know isn’t rule or anything, but what is stopping the Comcars, which a lot of them are registered in the ACT at any rate, joining in this whole regime for $7,000 a year, going not only into the markets they’re in at the moment but also into weddings, tours and everything else?

Mr Baxter, you asked a couple of times and sort of indicated you know that people were buying - the hire cars haven’t expanded like the taxis have, and one of the main reasons for that has been the Comcar issue, because you know, basically the Comcar has decreased from about an 80 percent market - which was what the cars were set up for originally - down to probably about a 5 percent market, if that.  And with all the restrictions that they’re putting on it, we’ve no guarantees of work.  I mean, people have gone out and bought cars of under 4 years of age or bought new cars, and you know, there is no guarantee of work from Comcar even though you sign a contract and everything with them, and they have changed all of their rulings.

Now, one of the other things that you’ve come up with is basically the RHVs, the tours and the H-plates all going together, so we’re going to have a “one size fits all” situation.  The RHVs, notably for weddings and formals except for the illegal operators who believe that they can operate and do anything and motor registry lets them, so why not?  I mean, if the hire car industry had of been dishonest, a lot of people would have sold out earlier and just gone out and operated as hire cars at any rate.  So it’s a fairly honest industry and that, and even the people who have been trying to sell have been telling people about the review, and I’m sure if they’d been dishonest someone could have got out and come back in illegally if they’d wanted to.


But the weddings and formals, they’re mainly cars that operate just weekends and through October to December, they’re usually vintage cars or speciality sort of cars and they’re not a car that is suitable for running as a hire car and doing the kilometres that a hire car does.  I’ve spoken to a couple of genuine RHV operators that I’ve had dealings with over the years, and they have not been made aware of any of this going on through motor registry, and they said - you know, at $7,000 they’ll just go out an operate illegally or drop out of it altogether.  So what are we going to solve there?  Nothing.  Totally nothing.

Then we’ve got the tours that you’re looking at putting into this one size fits all, which are mainly 6 to 9 seater vehicles.  They mainly operate between 8 am and 5 pm 7 days a week, always on bookings - they’re not sort of around anywhere picking up, right.  Now the people who operate these are always talking about “their vehicle is only a means of getting from one point to another in the tourism industry”.  The vehicle is not important to them.  But we do have a couple of them that have applied to have sedans put on.  Now there’s some stretches around, and I believe one of them is now a ten seater stretch that don’t do a great deal of work during the day, and if they do, it’s usually booked well in advance.

Why don’t some of these tour operators use the services, negotiate some deals with these stretches, and do a really good job of not having to drive and give commentary while they’ve got passengers?  And I’m sure if you apply the $7,000 for a couple of cars that they’re going to have to pay, plus the cost of the cars, they’d be far better off doing that and that would be utilising those stretches during the day time.

Now the H plates operate 24 hours a day, 7 days a week, 52 weeks of the year.  And they are basically licensed to do every sort of work that there is other than sort of picking up like taxis do and that, and the only rank that they have is the airport.  

A couple of other things that you sort of brought up.  We’ve had to put so much effort into defending ourselves over the last three years that you know, we should have been having that time to look at maybe making new markets and things like that, but it has cost this industry a fortune in time and effort.  I mean, basically we haven’t got the money, and there’s only 25 of us to defend ourselves for these whole three years.  And in that time, they haven’t touched Comcar.

So basically, our industry is sick and tired of the effort that we’ve had to put in.  You know, you’re aware of most of our situations, I mean there’s been more paper written on this industry than - I don’t know how many trees we’ve had to chop down to put in the reports and everything that we have, and the amount of time and you know, these guy’s time is precious time and that. 

So we look a very rich industry, they drive around in lovely cars and they’re all dressed up, but it’s nowhere near as rich as it looks.  There always has been the ability for people to get into this industry, there is always a plate for sale or for lease, but the people who want to get in don’t want to pay.  And that’s the same with a lot of the RHVs who want to operate illegally, they want to play in this arena but they don’t want to pay.

So that’s mainly what I’ve got to say.  But I mean it just seems as if our industry has been picked on for three years now, it has frozen the whole situation, a lot of us are wanting to retire, get our money and get out, because we’ve been in for the period of time that it takes, and when you look at the hours, the fact that you’re never at home at regular meal times other than lunch time, it’s not something that you can do for a lifetime.  So that’s how I feel.

MR BAXTER:  Thank you very very much.  You’re saying that you’re at a stage now where sort of you’d be just happy to leave the industry, I mean you’re leasing your plate at the moment - - -

MS STEVENSON:  And the only reason it’s on lease is because it can’t be sold.

MR BAXTER:  Right, okay, yes because you said earlier on - - -

MS STEVENSON:  And there is a lot of people in that same situation.

MR BAXTER:  Yes, yes.  So you heard some comments and so forth earlier on today about the possible value of those sorts of plates, have you got a particular view on that matters?

MS STEVENSON:  I reckon the value was $120,000 at the beginning of the inquiries, and you can apply you know some sort of figure to that for each year because - you know, basically it has been frozen from that time on.

MR BAXTER:  Yes, yes.  And your - I mean, from a personal point of view, you’re just as happy to sort of leave the industry and sort of move on at this particular time, that’s reflecting your - - -

MS STEVENSON:  Well, if the inquiry hadn’t been on, my plate would have been sold.  Because there is always a regular turnover, mainly - because of the hours and everything, it’s mainly people coming in, buying themselves a job and getting out.  So there’s always been a regular turnover.  It’s never been a frozen industry.

MR BAXTER:  We heard from the previous speaker that he set himself a number of years, it was 8 or something of that order.  Is that the sort of thing that sort of people do in the industry, they sort of set themselves - - -

MS STEVENSON:  Yes.  I mean, you burn out.  You burn out.  It is not something that you can keep on doing, because it’s not a nine to five job.  You know, anybody who’s got kids - the fathers don’t - they’re not there for breakfast with the kids, they’re not there for tea with the kids, the only time they’re home is at lunchtime when the kids are at school or university or whatever.  It’s not the ideal family life, and I’m sure the taxi industry is exactly the same.

MR BAXTER:  Yes, yes.  The discussions that you’ve had with government in the past on this Comcar issue, had you been led to believe sort of that the ACT Government was moving to do something about that, or the Federal - - -

MS STEVENSON:  Well, that was one of the recommendations in the Urban Services review.  And I think it’s a very important recommendation.  We have been to Senator Reid about it, and she has spoken to Joe Hockey, but you know, we sort of can’t fight everything at once, you know, we are a small industry and we can’t afford to pay consultancy  things to run around for us.  So everything’s got to be done by itself, and I mean - you know, it is important that one of the first things is, if you want - you know, if deregulation’s going to be the thing, that’s fine, and there’s going to be a lot of drawbacks for the public I believe in that, but, if that’s the way it’s going to go, as long as we get reasonable compensation I think that’s fine.  And then it’ll be a matter of fighting that Comcar issue, but why isn’t the National Competition Policy looking at Comcar?  

MR BAXTER:  No, it’s a good point.

MS STEVENSON:  They have a huge advantage.  And I mean, I’ve spoken to a couple of the operators recently, they’ve had - there’s been delegations in town from different countries, they’ve been asked for pricing and everything like that, and the jobs are taken off them by Comcar, either for free of charge or for a reduced price.  Now, you know, that is not fair.  They’ve done up pricing, and no doubt these people come to a couple of the companies and get prices, set down what they’re going to do and everything, and then they lose those jobs.  And they’re the creamy sort of jobs that you need all the time.

MR BAXTER:  You mention the sort of concern that if the industry was deregulated you might have some of these Comcars getting into the other areas of business and so forth that you do, sort of you know, the weddings on the weekend.  I mean, is that realistic, I mean sort of - - -

MS STEVENSON:  Who knows?  I mean, the possibility is there, you know?  If they’ve got staff, they’ve got cars there, surely utilising their vehicles is going to reduce their losses?

MR BAXTER:  Okay.  But it’s the assumption that they might do that rather than something that you’ve heard around the industry?

MS STEVENSON:  Yes, no, it’s nothing that I’ve heard, but why can’t they?

MR BAXTER:  Yes, no no, the point’s well made. 

MR MCGHIE:  Yes.  I was just looking at the RHVs, I mean, say the license fee is $7,000, and again we’re trying to get a common - - -

MS STEVENSON:  Well, you’re trying to do one size fits all.

MR MCGHIE:  We’re trying to get a common license fee, and I mean it may be that we’re barking up the wrong tree, and you know, that’s why we have these hearings and why it’s only a draft report.

But the people running these types of vehicles, the Jags and the old Rollses and so on - having just been involved in a wedding, they’re getting $250 a vehicle.  And so that’s roughly 28 hirings every year and they’ve covered their fees.  After that given that they don’t run their vehicles very much, being the vehicles they are they can only run them for you know, for a few kilometres in a year, and I know it’s not really your problem but it just strikes me that it’s not a big problem for them.  I mean, they run it when they want to, I would have thought that nine out of ten of them it’s essentially a hobby, they’re car people, they’ve got their Jags or their Rollses or their Cadillacs or whatever.

MS STEVENSON:  Yes, but there has been for years - and there still is - there’s a team of people out there that don’t want to pay the money, but they want to get into the game.  They want to play.  And in actual fact, since the inquiries have been on, it seems that it’s probably been even worse, because it seems to - the whole industry seems to be in limbo, so there seems to be - I mean, there’s never been policing, but you know, the policing seemed to go out the door with that as well, because hey, there’s an inquiry on so we can do whatever we like.

MR MCGHIE:  Yes, that’s certainly an area of big concern, because one of the things occupying the mind of the Commission is that these people are all paying passengers, and if one of these vehicles has a crash - you know, it’s remarkable it hasn’t happened but - - -

MS STEVENSON:  But they’re all doing it for friends, they’re all doing it for friends.  They’ve got miles of friends, and they all go out all the time and they’re doing it for friends.  And the department takes it no further than that.  Now, I mean, when we’re talking about change - we’re very frightened of change, because we are the ones who instigated that wedding cars - there should be a separate section for wedding cars and formals because it was something that we couldn’t give the selection for, and we couldn’t cover.  But, you know, when we did that, they said “Now we will police it”, and they have done nothing.  Absolutely nothing.  I mean, the word out there is just go out and do whatever you like.

MR MCGHIE:  Well, it’s an extremely serious issue if you’re carrying passengers who are uninsured, if there’s an accident.

MS STEVENSON:  It is.  I wish the Department would take that.  I mean, at the last inquiry, one of the heads of that Department said it was an embarrassment to go along and pull up a wedding car to see if they were licensed.  It’s an embarrassment.  It’ll be a big embarrassment if they get caught with an accident.

MR MCGHIE:  Quite so, yes.  Again, just going back to the question of the tour type vehicles and the six or eight or nine seaters, I mean it’s got to be under nine seaters because after that under new legislation that’s a bus, under nine seaters under the current legislation once the ...(indistinct)...  in theory comes out, there’s no category.

But again, I’m still at a loss to see the problem.  Mr Cooper took a different view that if you - you know, if you have a - I keep picking on a Tarago, if you’ve got a Tarago that suits 8 people, they all front up at the rank for example of the airport and they’re taking business off you people, but I just don’t really see it.  I mean, we know that people - and we’ve been told by the taxi industry - that people frequently specify the cars that they want, they know the sort of cars they prefer to travel in, and if you’ve got a Fairlane and you’re wanting to pay the costs - even though they mightn’t be all that much greater, but pay the costs for a hire car, you know don’t have to sit up in a Tarago to go from A to B are you?

MS STEVENSON:  I use all the - I think it’s all the parcel, I mean if we’re not going - if we’re only going to get, I mean, we would get, my husband and I would get $17,000 for our $120,000 flat.  We have got to exit the industry for five years, I mean we’re not interested in coming back into it, but if we were younger we’d have to exit the industry for five years and then we have to go in - we could be still paying off that plate and we have to go in against people who can come in and pay just the one registration fee.  

It’s the unlevel playing field I think that people are worried about.  You know, if they’re compensated totally, it’s a different matter but, you know some of these people, the compensation will not pay off their debt, so they’ve still got the debt plus the $7,000 that, I mean approximately, registration fee that they’ve got to pay with the new entrance.

MR MCGHIE:  I understand that issue that you’ve got new people that are coming in and under what, what’s here could well simply pay their 7,000 bucks and they’re in the industry.

MS STEVENSON:  Yes, and then I mean, the other thing is we know - well the department has never ever proved to us that they will keep their word as far as policing the industry.  We would love to see it.  We would love to see it.

MR MCGHIE:  Well, that’s an issue, you know the Commission would want to take up.  But just getting back to the specific thing of having one classification for - really it’s for vehicles other than taxis that take paying passengers up to 9 seaters.  Do you see any real problem in that, putting aside those that will come in and just pay the - - -

MS STEVENSON:  It’s got to be part of a compensation package to the existing owners because you cannot have people in there still paying off their previous debt and all of the rules have all of a sudden changed and new people can come in for nothing - - -

MR MCGHIE:  Yes, fair enough, I understand that point but otherwise, do you see any problems in having one classification, in a sense for non-taxis up to 9 seaters, just in terms of the operation of the industry.

MS STEVENSON:  I think for a couple of years it will be sort of a bit higgledy-piggledy but eventually it will clean - you know, it will level itself out and people will know who they have to book with to get the vehicles that they want.

MR BAXTER:  Just quickly, plate lease costs, we’ve heard a number of around 800/900 a month, is that to the ball park, is that what we’re looking at?

MS STEVENSON:  Yes, 800 a month.

MR BAXTER:  I think that’s all we’ve got to ask, anything else from yourself?

MS STEVENSON:  No, only, that’s fine, thank you.

MR BAXTER:  Thanks very very much.  

Now we welcome Mrs Gordon.  My apologies we’re running a bit late, you know I’m conscious we had you scheduled a little earlier.

MS GORDON:  Well I won’t, I won’t keep you long, no.

MR BAXTER:  Please, give your name just for the record and please speak.

MS GORDON:  I’m Mrs Marie Gordon.  I have a Queanbeyan Hire Car and a Queanbeyan RHV and I owned a Queanbeyan taxi for 9 years which I have sold.  Mine’s a bit more of a history lesson than anything.  

The Queanbeyan cars, they seem to be belittled in a lot of ways, but they’ve been here since 1930, 72 years, we were on - we were the original hire cars in Canberra, put on earth for Comcar by the Department of New South Wales Transport and as such I think that we do have a big right, you know to speak.  And I bought my car on 9 March 1985 with the proceeds of a shocking burns accident, a pain and suffering accident, and I used my car as my rehabilitation but I was on 24 hours a day call for Comcar for years, right up to the airline strike.  

And the work that my car, and the other two Queanbeyan cars, but I speak mainly for my own, it’s absolute - you wouldn’t believe the work that it’s done.  The people that it has looked after, the hierarchy.  We were part of Comcar and treated as such and also because I was security cleared, I got a lot more VIP work and we would sit up at Parliament House to sometimes two or three in the morning.  Be up and on the road again by 5 am and have that break in the middle of the day, like the others.  And I did that myself constantly for years.  I did have a night driver there for a while and it was just phenomenal the work that we did.  

When the Queen came out to open Parliament House in 1986 we worked solely with the Comcars and a lot of the hire cars in the ACT don’t know of the history of us and the work that we had done.  I’ve looked after the Lord President and the Leader of the House of Commons and his wife for three days through Westminster House with the police escort.  Through to American presidents. Very very very VIP work, it’s just - in fact the boss of the Taxi and Hire Car Bureau of New South Wales wants me to give him a resume on the job. 

And I’m not working the hire car now, I have retired, I’ve tried to retire.  I had a - my husband died in 1993 and I’d had an accident and I fractured my neck in three places and I lost my nerve to be able to look after the hire car 24 hours a day, I just, all my youthfulness went out of me.  But I had bought a taxi and I’d had drivers and I’ve been called myself into the taxi, because I had regular shifts, not the 24 hour day call.  I just physically couldn’t handle it any more.  So now I’ve retired and I’m, my taxi was - superannuated it and I’m - my hire car is my living.  I have it leased out and I live with it.  

I need that money from my hire car every month to keep going and, you know, to live, I mean I can go and drive my son-in-law’s taxi I suppose, it’s a Queanbeyan taxi, in fact I registered it for him today, but it’s going to affect our Queanbeyan taxis too because of all - everybody’s got a taxi they can just flip it back and forth across the border which is open temporarily and it’s just going to have an awful effect on a lot of people’s lives.  And I don’t want to go on the pension, I’m too stubborn to have to go on the pension and I’m too, really too old, in fact, I told the guys at my ...(indistinct)... meeting how the government are trying to keep us working till we’re 70.  I said “Can you see me driving my taxi around Queanbeyan at 70 years old” and they all laughed and thought it was a great joke.  But, yes it is a dangerous game for a lady, particularly. 

And my hire car is very very important to me.  It was my rehabilitation, it’s saved my sanity, my life - and all the politicians and private people, I did mainly Comcar work right up to the airline strike, there was nothing, no private work we were just so busy doing that.  And then after the airline strike and they realised they had faxes and phones, when they need to send people around by planes, we then had to, sort of, look for and develop our own work but, I worked for Hughes company for a little while.  But then I went back to being an independent but Jana Vendt insisted, she said “Oh Marie” she said “be, you know, be yourself again” and so I sort of went out and went on my own again.  And I had a very very good clientele and my car’s out there working now with a very hard working chappie, who used to be in the navy.

And I think if this, if this deregulation goes through the taxi will, just the plates would have to go in the draw and I’ll have to go on the pension or go and drive taxis again but then there won’t be the work because there’d be too many of us, too many and there won’t be, there won’t be the work available to work.  I’ll need my own taxi, my own hire car.  And well if he hands the plates back I can put the plates immediately on my RHV.  But we’re very highly qualified in New South Wales to own or drive a taxi or a hire car.  We’re very highly accredited, I think much more so than the ACT.  The ACT were trying to get it in through David Handley, who used to be our immediate boss through the Department of Transport at Wollongong. 

And also after the airline strike there were some people trying to get rid of the premium cars out of Canberra and a moratorium was formed with the ACT Government and Federal Parliament and I was there at the signing of Mr Peter Tinson and Mr John McLaughlin.  Mr Peter Tinson was on the ACT Transport, he was the Registrar and Mr John McLaughlin was the New South Wales boss and he came down to give us the permanent right to operate in the ACT because there is no - you had no hire car work in Queanbeyan.  

If I couldn’t work the ACT, put the plates on my own personal car, which they said I can because my RHV was a classy car, I would not - I don’t think I could even pick up $100 worth of work a week.  And on the agreement that there’d be no more - any more hire cars that were issued to Queanbeyan would not be allowed to come over the border, just the three existing ones that were put on in 1930 for government purposes and to work ACT because there were no others.  So I think that’s about all I can say and I just - I don’t want to lose it - it’s still rehabilitation for me mentally.  

MR BAXTER:  You say you don’t have the taxi plate anymore?

MS GORDON:  No, I sold the taxi because it was getting too dangerous.  I was having trouble getting night drivers.

MR BAXTER:  Yes, right.  

MS GORDON:  And I wouldn’t go out at night in the taxi.  I would in a hire car but not in a taxi.  And any of the taxi drivers will tell you the same thing.  

MR BAXTER:  The prices that we’ve heard for leasing of a hire car plate, is that about right?  We’re talking - - -

MS GORDON:  Yes, yes.  I did have another car lease in mind for $250 a week but he gave the plates back to me last year and I was just very, very lucky to get this other chap, but I had to drop to $200 a week.

MR BAXTER:  Right.

MS GORDON:  I just thought I was very lucky to get him.

MR BAXTER:  And he’s providing his own car, is he?  So you - - -

MS GORDON:  Yes, he bought an ex Comcar, pretty new one, so he’s getting a little bit of Comcar work.  Look, the Comcar work that I used to do was just unbelievable.  And now there’s just nothing, so we just had to work and build up, you know, really work hard and I used to have to stand out at the airport with a sign with “Hire Cars available” and my husband hated it.  Because he was a pharmacist and he very much a, you know, a professional man, and his wife out there.  But you did it, and I built up a pretty good business.  

But now, of course, it’s not there anymore because I’m not there, I suppose, and the new chap’s trying to build up now, particularly with Ansett going down has been a big thing for the hire cars, too.  The poor guys are out there working and, as I said, I used to be on call 24 hours a day.  I was young enough to be able to do it then, I just can’t anymore, I’m too old now.  

MR BAXTER:  When did you get the hire car plate?  

MS GORDON:  1985.

MR BAXTER:  It was ...(indistinct)... so I wrote that down, I wasn’t - and then I got confused with your taxi plate.

MS GORDON:  Yes, 9 March 1985.

MR BAXTER:  Okay, so you’ve had it since then.

MS GORDON:  Yes.  And the chappie who had it before me is of the original family that it was given to in the 1930s.  Les Edmonson’s brother had it and so they have a history - the stories that those cars or I could tell you, it’s quite amazing.  

MR BAXTER:  In terms of the hire car industry itself, I mean with - and just your background.  We’ve heard people say that, you know, something of the order of a turnover of about $140,000, $160,000 a year turnover is probably something to expect.  Is that roughly right?  Is it a bit less than that?  Or what are we talking about?

MS GORDON:  No, it would be less than that, even in our peak period with Comcar, you know, it wasn’t that much.

MR BAXTER:  So what, around 100 or something like that?

MS GORDON:  It’d be more, yes, it would be 120, 130, yes.

MR BAXTER:  Okay, all right, okay.  No, I’m just trying to get a bit of a feel for - - -

MS GORDON:  But now, gosh no, it’s nothing like that now.  Even the taxis.  I mean, when I first started driving the taxis, that would be 15 years ago, I started playing around with them after my burns accident, and a mate of mine had one and she said “Oh, Marie, why don’t you come and, you know drive my taxi for me now and again?”  So I started doing that.  And you’d knock up - and then I got into a bit more, started driving for all the other guys and building up a lot - I knew what they were making a week, and do you know it is no more now than what they were making 15 years ago, because I was pinning my son-in-law down last night and - very little, yes, you know.  It’s a very, very hard game, the transport game.

MR BAXTER:  Well again, someone was suggesting earlier on about $180,000 or something or other for taxi - revenue for a taxi.

MS GORDON:  No, no.  In Queanbeyan, no.  No, even with my own taxi, which is a jolly good taxi, it is a real good taxi, and a straight taxi.  But, I mean, there was only me and I had a retired police inspector driving for me for three days a week and that.  But I held my own.  I had my head above the water all the way, because I knew how to run it and look after it, even though it didn’t make as much money as some of the other guys who had hot shot drivers.  But it was a challenge and, you know, it’s been - it has paid off.  Not so much - not physically, but mentally.  I was very lucky in this situation, I was able to, you know, own the hire cars straight out and then a few years later, then I bought the taxi and made it work for itself.  

MR MCGHIE:  Mrs Gordon, who did you use to maintain your taxi, as a matter of interest?  I mean, we know that a lot of drivers are in fact mechanics or at least know how to do it.  We see figures - - -

MS GORDON:  I had fantastic people, fantastic guys who’d do anything for me.  My gas tune bloke - look I’d just have to ring up, even on New Year’s Day.  “Gee she’s playing up, she’s missing or something” “Bring her over, Marie”, you know, like that and I had another good guy in Queanbeyan that did the general work and then I had one driver who was a qualified mechanic, he drove for me for years till he got cancer and he was very good, too, at maintaining the vehicle.  

MR MCGHIE:  Okay.

MS GORDON:  And so I’ve - because of my record with people and paying my bills properly all the time and everything, I never had trouble getting work or service done on the vehicles.  And I always made sure my drivers - any of the Queanbeyan boys will tell you, anyone that drove my taxi had to be jolly good and I was pretty ruthless as far as drivers, because I hold a National Heavy Duty Vehicle Licence myself, from driving trucks years ago, when I was widowed, when I was a young woman, and so I knew the mechanical game inside out.

MR MCGHIE:  You know the story.

MS GORDON:  And my first husband was a mechanical engineer, too, in the RAAF before we got the truck and I was always under the bonnet with him, so that was a big help.

MR MCGHIE:  Yes.  Did you say you’ve got an RHV as well?

MS GORDON:  Yes.  Yes, I have a wedding car.

MR MCGHIE:  Yes.  What’s that?  What vehicle is that?

MS GORDON:  It’s a beautiful Calais International, it’s one of 150 in Australia, unique, only two came to Canberra.  It’s a Holden, a very, very special one though.  

MR MCGHIE:  Right, yes.

MS GORDON:  It covers the qualifications for New South Wales and can work in the ACT, too, the Urban Services ...(indistinct)... 

MR MCGHIE:  How often do you use that?

MS GORDON:  I’ve slowed down a lot in the last year or so, yes.  I mean, you know, mainly for weddings, but I don’t do too many now, in fact - because I haven’t got my name in the Yellow Pages anymore and I don’t get the call, and that - - -

MR MCGHIE:  Okay, yes.

MS GORDON:  Because I am trying to retire.

MR BAXTER:  Look I think that’s all we want to ask, thank you very much.  Unless you have something else.

MS GORDON:  Can I give you my opinion?

MR BAXTER:  Yes, that’s - - -

MS GORDON:  Just leave us as we are.  We’re all a happy, good bunch.  We’ve got our own competition among ourselves and they’re all pretty hard working, honest people and if you let anybody have - if you deregulate and anybody can do it, look, the safety of people, the class, and everything just won’t be there, even with the taxis.  I mean, they’re all a pretty close knit lot, too, and we all sort of look after their own, but if it’s an open market, anything could happen.  I mean - and it would break my heart if anything happened to my hire car.  So I’m sorry if I’ve given you that history lesson on Queanbeyan - - -

MR BAXTER:  No, no, that’s fine, it’s a very good background.

MS GORDON:  - - - but we are a very integral part of the Hire Car Association, 1930, not long after the opening of Parliament House and there was no Motor Registry, there was nothing in here then, and it’s a pretty good record, I think, and New South Wales transports honour us and always have done, you know, with our work and that.

MR BAXTER:  Thank you.

MR MCGHIE:  Thanks very much.

MS GORDON:  Thank you for listening to me, I hope I haven’t bored you all.

MR BAXTER:  It’s all right.  We’ll take a break now, we’ll resume about 20 past one, so we’ll take our luncheon break.  

LUNCHEON ADJOURNMENT
[12.39 pm]

RESUMED
[1.25 pm]

MR BAXTER:  We’ll resume the public hearings.  Welcome Mr Button, if we can get you just to introduce yourself and you can take the opportunity to say whatever it is you want to say.

MR BUTTON:  My name’s Phil Button, I’m a taxi owner - taxi proprietor and I’m here to express my concerns of course about the draft record with these recommendations that have been made, thus far.  Commissioner, as  a taxi owner I was quite honestly devastated by the recommendations in your draft review of the future directions of the taxi and hire car industries and I submit these comments in accordance and following your structure of your draft report in fact.

In regards to recommendation 1, which relates to general issues and 
cross-border restrictions, I believe that operator licence must not be restricted or have any restrictions placed upon them at all.  They must continue to be transferable.  Controls on the supply plates, even if made available by free annual ballots must be closely monitored to ensure the market place is not over supplied with a glut of taxis.  Failure to monitor the numbers will result in the deterioration of the service standards and the demise of taxi operators who need to make sufficient returns to cover their running costs.  If operators are unable to show a return for their labours after meeting expenses, then they will either cease operating or resort to cut throat practices. 

In making this recommendation I think you assume that operators will want to remain in the industry while openly encouraging a cut-throat industry that they’re going to remain in.  But on the contrary I think that if this recommendation of yours is accepted then I see seasoned experienced operators quitting the industry, leaving the way for less skilled and poorly qualified parties to undertake the work.  I predict as they falter in making ends meet, their departures will lead to turnovers and a great amount of instability within the industry resulting in considerable chaos to the travelling public.

If operators and drivers are at present experiencing poor returns for their labours, then isn’t it unreasonable to expect them to undertake such work for even less returns in an over supplied and cut throat market place.  The fact is that taxi drivers are possibly our community’s lowest paid earners and they make the average weekly - to make the average weekly earnings, drivers would need to work a 90 hour week at their current rates of income.  Of course they don’t work those hours but - although many work 60 hours a week and still earn less than the weekly average incomes.

Furthermore in the scenario that you paint of a flooded market place, it is likely that operator/drivers will endeavour to obtain more fares in order to meet their financial commitments.  They could only do so by staying out on the roads for even longer periods than they do at present.  Surely this would have adverse ramifications for the health of and well being, let alone the safety of the travelling public.  This is particularly the case if your aim is to ensure that only driver/operators function in the future market place.  Seemingly you desire to see no drivers engaged on the bailee/bailor (?) basis in the belief that they will all become operator/drivers facilitating lower fares, being offered to the travelling public.  I doubt this will likely occur, as most drivers would not be prepared to take on the responsibilities of running a business and meeting all the necessary costs involved.  

A suggestion that operator licences should be issued for 12 months is also most impractical and thoughtless.  Most operators obtain vehicles on five year leases and plan their business operations around a full taxi life of six years for the vehicle.  They need to be assured their futures extend beyond a 12 month period.  The possibility of a licence termination within those time frames would deter many from seeking a licence.  

For these reasons this proposal of yours would be counter productive to the stated intention of encouraging entry to the taxi market in any event.  Cross-border restrictions must be re-introduced, double standards equals double trouble.  The introduction of cross-border services must cease until such times as a single taxi regulatory regime exists covering the entire region.  While there remains two authorities covering the area, it is quite inappropriate for the cross border operations to be allowed to continue.  The first six months of the trial resulted in a great deal of angst and dissatisfaction arising because of the lack of policing of the different standards and practices, it soon became evident between the two regimes.  

The ACT practice of insisting upon daily cleaning of vehicles became a point of aggravation as Queanbeyan taxis undertaking work in the Territory were able to do so unwashed, unclean and beyond controls. 

 In regards to your second recommendation, which relates to the taxi market deregulation itself.  Your recommendation that entry to the ACT taxi industry be deregulated and the licence quota restrictions be removed after a three year phase in period, is most soul destroying and devastating.  It is completely inconceivable and unacceptable to me for the following reasons.  Most emphatically and personally, because my life savings are tied up in taxi plates which I’ve owned for more than 10 years.  They are my superannuation and all I have besides my home and car.  Today I have something of value that you want to see to become totally worthless in three years.  That is, in three years time I’ll have nothing and my superannuation will have vaporised.  My future happiness and that of my family will have been totally and adversely affected.  At my age I would have great difficulty in re-entering the work force and locating or undertaking alternative work.

There are many other taxi owners like me in the industry who would similarly be affected.  If present taxi owners cease owning their vehicles, then we will also cease being members of the Aerial Taxi co-operative.  In that circumstance, we then as past members would seek to wind up the operations of Aerial Taxis as we would no longer be members and able to be members of that co-operative because we’re no longer owners.  As prior members and share owners of that organisation it would be natural for us to seek out entitlements from it.  Plus the deregulation that you propose would see Aerial ceasing operations completely and with it, think of it, the network it currently has to receive and dispatch bookings.  

The future market place you envisage consisting of teams of operators leasing their plates from the government will see an end to there being owners of plates.  They will be leasees.  What network do you imagine will be available for them to join.  Is it likely that these transitions can take place overnight or three years?   Do you really want bookings to be make to centres from other state capitals and allocated from afar?  What appreciation would such centres then have of our local scene and the nature of its requirements.  Are you assured they could attain the same standards of service that is currently enjoyed in the ACT?

The present system of taxi quotas must not be removed.  The number of taxis in the market place must be continually assessed against sound economic indicators based on the demand for taxis in the ACT and this must continue in order to protect both the public from unfair and unscrupulous operators flooding the market place and those in the industry to ensure their livelihood.  

The demand for taxis must be assessed from economic indicators such as population and work force sizes and calls made for taxis.  There are no other indicators you should work from.  You should bear it in mind that taxis service the public on the public’s need on a 24 hour a day basis.  An assessment should be made and borne in mind that off peak periods of 20 hours exists every day.  In other words there are peaks of only two hours in the morning and afternoon that seem to be of some concern, if any.

The flooding of the marketplace will ensure a drop in service standards.  In your report you admit the experience in the other jurisdictions.  In 
New Zealand you say and the UK you quote, has had mixed outcomes, they’re your words.  In fact you go so far to detail that many of those outcomes have in fact been unsatisfactory.  It is also clearly seen in your report that whilst national competition policy was introduced during 1995 all states of Australia have examined their various legislations and most are wary to move away from their present practices.  

Whilst some states indicate moves away from past practices contemplated only one in the Northern Territory in November last year has to date done so.  And last Thursday, by the way, there was a report in the national press that taxi drivers in the Northern Territory were ripping off American sailors arriving.  That’s happened since deregulation.  And of course, you should appreciate that in the case of South Australia, in 1995 they deregulated in that state but found after some turbulent months the need to return to regulation.  I’m sure you’re aware of that as well.

The proposal to introduce 15 plates each year over the next three years phasing in period is most soul-destroying and disheartening also.  You suggest that there has been no standard plates released since 1995, in your report.  You brush over the fact that an additional 20 WATTs (?) licences and 16 taxis from Queanbeyan were injected into our market place during that same period of time, a period of time which for us in the ACT meant considerable downturn in economic activity and hardship for us in the industry to make ends meet.

What was even more disheartening was that the decision to release the additional WATTs plates defied sane, logical, and economic reason.  Their release, aims that simply to attain a 10 per cent of fleet figure - someone in another jurisdiction had simply plucked out of the air.  Clearly the oversupply of these vehicles is now most embarrassingly apparent, with some of the operators wanting out.

Over the past year, conditions have not improved and the crash of Ansett Airlines and the downturn since September 11 have seen a considerable lessening of activity in demand.  The request for WATTs taxis run at 50 a day, or less than two requests per WATTS per day.  To suggest that it is now time to release an additional 15 plates into the marketplace will drive some present operators broke, as their present existence in the industry is already precarious because of the present marginal negative returns they have.

Many can’t secure drivers at present because of the effects of an already depressed market, as well as the introduction of the GST and new tax systems.  This led many to quit the industry and operators have found it increasingly difficult to keep their vehicles manned and on the road as a result.  You suggest that the payment of $7,000 annual taxi licence fee will ensure cost recovery.  The suggestion should be dismissed, as the cost of the administration of the Road Transport Act 2001 in a swollen, transient industry like you propose, is likely to rise.

The $1.5M you envisage being gathered will simply not be enough.  That being the case, then isn’t it likely that increases in the annual licence fees will likely ensue, over the same period of time, and that those costs will increase?  In other words, you propose to introduce a system which will have increasing costs in any event.  Nowhere in your report do you give any indication of addressing the quantitative costs, or the prohibitive costs incurred by operators at present, and that are likely in the future.  What of the prospects of regulatory authority reducing their charges?  What are the chances of government taking measures to address rising insurance and fuel costs?  Can it guarantee caps on these overheads for operators now and in the future?  Such measures would, after all, provide a means of keeping fares down, wouldn’t they?  

In regards to your recommendation 4, “Participants in the Safety Net Scheme”, the most unfair and chilling of your recommendations - the most ludicrous, perhaps, as well - relate to your proposals concerning compensation of current licence holders.  In the event that the government decides to deregulate entry to the industry, then it should undertake to ensure that licence holders are fully compensated the market value of their plates as of 15 April, 2002.  It has been suggested that such compensation would cost the ACT taxpayer the seemingly prohibitive sum of approximately $55 million.  Indeed prohibitive, but I wonder whether the ACT government might have a case to obtain that amount of funding for the exercise from the Federal Government, National Competition Policy being after all, a Federal Government initiative that it’s attempting to implement.

Because of this seemingly prohibitive figure, suggestions abound for partial compensation.  Such suggestions can only be seen as grossly unfair and totally unacceptable.  Formulas and safety nets are out of touch with reality, and nothing but unscrupulous attempts to steal the hard-earned possessions of others.  Indeed, nothing less than the full reimbursement of the actual price paid by owners would even appear to be the least bit principled or appropriate.  

In stating that, it could be recognised that there are some owners of taxis who paid nought for their plates, having obtained them in ballots decades ago.  Whilst they may have been provided with a livelihood since, they might not have - be able to claim the same degree of loss as most other owners today who have since paid varying sums for their plates.  It should not be forgotten either that many of them purchased their plates in good faith from the government at public auction.

In saying that, I hasten to add that there are many taxi owners who paid lesser figures, but in so doing at those times when they purchased them, sold their houses to do so.  And that asset would have - if it was a house - remained a house, would have appreciated in value and they would have got their current value’s worth.  The aim of the industry - the aim of this exercise for the industry should be to retain its skills and its experienced operators.  

In the event that you agree to push for the deregulated entry to the industry, there should be no barriers to prevent those previous licence holders from retaining their licences albeit on lease, and continuing to do so if they choose to do so as operators in the industry.  They should at least be extended the same conditions as anyone else seeking leases.  Of course, there may be many owners who are happy to walk away from the industry at that time.  In those cases, their previously held licences could be released by ballot prior to the issuance of any other licences.  

In regard to your recommendation 5, which relate to Market Licence Categories, the distinction between standard taxis and wheelchair accessible vehicles - call them WAVs - should be removed by abolishing the WATTs, that’s wheelchair and taxable taxis category, all 
together.  Having a separate category of licence for wheelchair accessible taxis has from the outset been inappropriate.  It gave unfair financial advantage to a small group of taxi operators to continue in the marketplace, whilst giving second priority to their real reason for existence, that is the provision of transport for the physically handicapped and wheelchair-bound.

There is an oversupply of these vehicles at present in the marketplace.  I’ve already mentioned that you calculate that there are 50 requests a day, based on the $3 lift fee, of - into $54,500 you think it would cost the taxpayer.  So there’s still an oversupply of these vehicles today in the - in the - in our community.  Naturally, as the WATTs focussed on survival in the marketplace, they aimed to cover a lot of taxi work, at the expense of neglecting their primary purpose of being.  They’ll continue to do that.  As a result, they brought the taxi industry in Canberra into disrepute.

They were released into the marketplace without any rational thought in the first place, given - being given to the actual needs of the Territory following leads in other jurisdictions where a meaningless percentage of fleet numbers became the order of the day.  There were no doubt motivations also by the previous government to release an excessive number of these quotas so as to bolster the numbers that might be available to a new network, proposing to establish in the ACT.  All these are the wrong reasons.

Surely the reason has to be how many people do we have in wheelchairs having a transport need.  That should be the only consideration.  Government, after all, is in the business of providing transport to people with special needs.  At present, the Australian government - I mean, the ACT Government, through ACTION buses, operates a fleet of some 24 small omnibuses - they’re 12 to 16 seat buses - in their special needs transport area.  Isn’t it then conceivable that that same area of ACTION buses is able to take on the operation of some additional 10 wheelchair accessible vehicles?  The rest of them - WATTs licences - could then be cancelled all together and the operators compensated for the loss of vehicle.  

Alternatively, ACTION could contract the same number of WATTs operators to provide the service, as is currently the present in country areas of New South Wales.  So that’s currently done in New South Wales.  People operate under contract, providing a specific purpose.  If government is serious about providing the wheelchair-bound an efficient transport service, then the only way would be - for that to be achieved is for government to absorb the function into the public sector.

The Office of Disability Services the government proposes to create should therefore take responsibility for the management of this function through the Special Needs Transport Section of ACTION, so as to ensure the most efficient service is provided for the wheelchair-bound.  That being the case, the removal of the WATTs category of taxi and the subsequent cancellation of the licences would then be appropriate.  Such action would be welcomed by the majority of cases in the taxi - of those in the taxi industry.  

In any event, it’s laughable that 26 WATTs are considered necessary to service the number of wheelchair-bound needing transport in the ACT.  Correctly managed and tasked, less than half that number could do the job.  That can only be achieved by taking those vehicles out of the taxi marketplace open to them at present and restricting them to transporting only those in need of such transport.

Clearly, the problem is to have the WATTs focus their attention on the transport needs of the core clients, the wheelchair-bound.  An operator on a WATTs license has suggested to the government that the way to achieve this is to be provided with a lift fee of some $15 pickup so as to ensure drivers remain focused on core clients.  Elsewhere in your draft report, you are given the feasibility of that request, even though it is pointed out that another jurisdiction lift fee of $6.60 is paid, you concluded quite inexplicably that the lift fee of $3 should be paid, working out on the basis of “It will only take four minutes for the average person to pick up a wheelchair-bound.”

In the event that it is decided to retain the WATTs category of license and allow them to continue operating in the taxi marketplace I urge that they at least be prohibited from undertaking pickup work from the airport unless actually required to attend the bookings made following the arrival of wheelchair clients.  Such prohibition will ensure that those vehicles at least remain throughout the suburbs and away from the airport where they would then be more likely to respond more promptly to calls from their core clients.

I recognise that there may be a case for allowing WATTs vehicles to attend the airport at peak times of arrival.  If this is argued, then the restriction of their attending to pickups at the airport might be wavered to allow them the right to pick up during the morning - that is, 8 to 9 am, and afternoon, 4 to 5 pm, peaks only.

In regards to recommendation 6, maximum fare regulation, the proposal to deregulate fares after 3 years is not supported.  This can only lead to poorer standards of service where an uncertain public may be held to ransom by greedy rip-off merchants then likely to be attracted to the industry.  Variations in fares will lead to uncertainties, leaving the public - particularly the aged - unsure what they should have been charged in a Rafferty’s Rules environment.  Universally set fares ensure their open awareness and acceptance.  

As stated elsewhere, above the suggestion that fares could fall in the competitive marketplace, fails to recognise that driver’s incomes can’t be allowed to fall any lower than the present levels without further significant losses to drivers in the industry.  Unfortunately, while fares might fall in the competitive scenario painted by you, the cost of running vehicles is not likely to follow suit.  Indeed, the opposite is likely - with cost likely to rise, making the competitive industry created even less economically viable and survival in it even less likely.  The result would be turnovers and instabilities in the industry resulting in falling standards of service.  

You give every indication that you haven’t thought very clearly through this proposal, as in your own words you state - and I quote - “The actual process of implementing fair changes and deregulated environment needs to be finalised.”  No idea how to do so.  The scene that you paint of copious cabs available 24 hours a day displaying various fares on their outside and inside, facilitating public choice hints a desire to establish a banana rickshaw republic, where bartering could become the norm.  Canberra isn’t the teeming metropolis or a marketplace of that type, where those types of transport are appropriate or really desired by the public here in any event. 

Recommendation 7 , Service Quality.  Throughout your report, you state that service indicators of standard taxis were satisfactory, but that the quality of WATTs needed to be closely monitored.  You went on in several parts to say that the service quality of WATTs had improved somewhat since being micro-managed by Canberra Cabs.  The clearest indication of how ludicrous you have been is when you arrive at the lift fee and you arrived at a $3 figure on the calculation of four minutes on average to pick  up a person.  Your estimate that was on that $3 lift fee costing the taxpayer $54,500 is indication of the 50-odd requests for pickups per day and the size of the marketplace for WATTs in any event.

In the events that the WATTs category of license is abolished, and the government absorbs the function into the public service then there will be no need to enforce those provisions of the Road Transport Act that relate to those vehicles.  That would in itself represent some additional cost saving against the costs of the operation, bearing in mind, also, that the taxpayer is not going to be paying that $54,500 you envisaged.

In your conclusions, you also draw attention or dwell on the question of establishing a second taxi network, to which I have to respond this way:  in my opinion, Canberra hasn’t yet achieved a population base able to support another network without suffering drops in efficiencies and standard of service.  The arrival of another network in the ACT will result in much angst and collateral damage.  There will be duplication of bookings, and taxi responses with a result in frustration and waste of resources likely.  Waiting times, particularly at peak times of demand will probably increase because of the likely duplicated bookings.  Resources that are already strained at peak times of demand will become even more strained because of the wasted - what we refer as “no-contacts”.

The reported suggestion that the only viable way of creating a second taxi network would be to remove the license quota restrictions has little or no merit.  It is a basic economic fact that the sudden creation of a sizeable number of extra plates would see the demise of that same number of plates simply because the size of the marketplace alone determines the economic viability for each in that marketplace.  Furthermore, the flooding of the marketplace with extra plates simply to facilitate the creation of another network will add to a great deal of angst between drivers, operators and networks.  Dirty tactics between rivals will no doubt become the order of the day.

Over-supplying the marketplace with additional plates will also fail to guarantee the establishment of a new network, as there would be no certainty that the new plate holders will hasten to join the new or proposed network in any event.  The most harmonious and successful way to create the second taxi network in Canberra would be - without upsetting the present economic equilibrium, would be to ensure that the marketplace is not flooded with extra plates, and that the new network is created from existing plate holders being able to freely decide to join the new network.  In order for this to happen, the ACT Government should not only encourage but facilitate taxi operators to defect from Canberra Cabs or Aerial’s co-operative, is at present the only operating network here.

Having said that, I wish to draw your attention to the most obvious sticking point preventing that from happening.  It relates in short to the ability of taxi operators to be able to freely resign from Aerial otherwise functioning as Canberra Cabs, without financial penalty or impost.  Frankly, as a taxi owner, I would have liked to have a choice of networks to join.  I don’t particularly endorse all the policies and practices of Aerial, and believe that it ceased being a co-operative society a long time ago. In fact, had there been another network up and running that I was able to join and was able to resign my membership of Aerial without financial penalty, I may well have done so by now.  I am aware of the significant number of other taxi owners and operators with similar sympathies, who would take similar action - although I expect that the majority of taxi owners would remain with the Aerial network.

In any event, there is little doubt that a sizeable number of taxis in the current fleet would defect from Aerial if they were able to do so without financial penalty.  Today, as plates are released and sold at auction, each new plate holder has been required to join Aerial.  The joining fee as stipulated within the rules amount to a payment of $20,000 premium, being required to be paid in addition to their $10 membership.  Unfortunately, there are no provisions within the Aerial rules for this premium to be refunded to members of the co-operative society, and Aerial maintains that in the event of their resignation from the society they would lose their premium.  Aerial maintains that the premium is, however, transferable upon selling the plate and in that way a member doesn’t lose his $20,000.

This extortion deters members from resigning from Aerial.  Clearly, the rules of Aerial Cabs are inadequate and because they made no provision for a refund of the member’s premium upon resignation.  It could be argued that the members themselves have the right to change the rules, but this has been attempted without success.  As members of Aerial co-operative society are all present members are governed by the rules of society.  These rules, however, are monitored by the registrar of the co-operative societies - as an ACT public servant positioned within the ACT Department of Justice and Community Safety .  

Within the administration of the Co-Operative Societies Act he actually administers only two co-operative societies.  The builder’s supply trading company co-operative and Aerial Taxis.  He has authority to ensure that the rules and conduct of the societies are apt and appropriate.  Government therefore in my opinion should intervene by invoking provisions of the Co-Operative Society Act so as to ensure that Aerial will spell out member’s entitlement to a refund of their $20,000 premium upon their resigning and leaving the co-operative.  The failure of Aerial’s rules to provide for the refund of member’s premium upon their resignation should, in my opinion, be addressed now.

A satisfactory resolution of this matter will, I am sure, prove to be crucial to current publicly stated government desire to see the creation of another network operating within the ACT.  The defection of a significant number of taxi members from the Aerial network joining the core number already mooted in the lines of the new network being for the above stated reasons the only feasible way to facilitate the creation of another taxi network in the ACT.

In regards to social impacts in your report, I believe that you failed to dwell at all on the likely negative outcomes resulting from the introduction of your recommendations.  You can only see the public benefiting from an imagined oversupply of taxis available to them around the clock.  That I presume is your aim.  I have attempted to point out above that the oversupply of taxis will in the long term result in falling standards of service in an uncertain fares environment.  That in my opinion will result in the public being turned away from taxis which can have nothing but grave resultant effects within our community.  The safety of our sons and our daughters may be at jeopardy.  

It must be recognised that taxis perform the essential social service when they transport the intoxicated who society demands are not to drink and drive.  They are needed around the clock to ensure such people get home safely.  And an oversupplied taxi marketplace I assure you will see operators not venturing out at night as the greater number of taxis about will ensure they get less work and that it becomes not worth their while to do so.  In that environment only the more desperate operators are likely to remain out, and are more likely to resort to ripping off the fewer passengers they land.  Their ability also to convey them home safely after remaining out longer, and their extended shifts, will only be greatly diminished.  

Members of our community urged not to drink and drive should be encouraged to do so in the knowledge that safe, reliable, highly esteemed standard of taxi service is available to get them home at the end of their evening.  I suggest the breakdown of those standards likely to result from your recommendation that will see a loss of faith in the public at large relying upon taxis with a resultant deleterious impact upon our society.

If entry to the industry is deregulated then as stated above the Aerial network will cease to exist altogether as a network in receiving and dispatching bookings.  Of course, taxis don’t need networks to operate.  You’ve imagined this.  They can pick up hails, they can call at ranks, they can take people who contact them on their mobile telephone, providing they’re stationary at the time.  Socially it will impact upon us, upon every type of taxi taker in the territory.  From the young to the aged, going to school or shops, to the business user going across town or to the tourist visitor strange to Canberra.  That network won’t be there.

Determination of your maximum taxi fares that you ...(indistinct)... I know you determined the maximum fares as of 1 July 2000 prevail.  However I must comment on this sleight of hand manner of your approach.  In your own words on page 83 of your report you state, “The final decision of the Commission is to choose between the 1 year CPI figure, 2.9%, or the 2 year figure, 9.1%, from which last year’s increase would need to be deducted.  In this regard the Commission favours the 1 year figure”.  Well, why wouldn’t you?  

You give little reason for the arbitrariness other than to state that the 2 year figure spans the pre-GST and current GST eras.  You do not state that last year’s figure, 5.5%, deducted from the 9.1%, in fact gives a 3.6% figure, a significant difference to the 2.9% you prefer.  And determine particularly when it comes to meeting the increased costs of running a business in the declining marketplace that one extra percent is significant.  But you don’t seem to appreciate that.

In your deliberations you must now acknowledge that the value of taxi plates has nothing to do with the determination of fares.  I state this as it seems an integral part of the argument for deregulation, that the value of plates is cost borne by the taxi travelling public, and by your own admissions fares are determined by examining 1 and 2 year CPI figures, and that those figures have no correlation at all with the value of taxi plates.  

Surely fares should be determined, regardless of whether entry is deregulated or not, by the annual examination of the actual running costs of taxis together with other economic indicators as the CPI.  The running costs should include cost of registration, insurance, fuel, maintenance, and labour to name but a few of those core indicators.

On a final note I would ask that all parties involved in this particular review bear in mind one inescapable fact.  That is there are two forms of public transport in Canberra, buses and taxis/hire cars.  Buses run by ACTION cost the tax payer some $75 million per annum for a part time operation.  Taxis and hire cars cost the tax payers nought and function on call 24 hours a day, 7 days a week, all year round.  The service provided by taxis and hire cars in the ACT is without doubt the best in Australia.  Careful thought must be given to what has been recommended, particularly as the changes proposed are most likely to reduce in high standards we have worked so hard for to obtain in the past being undermined.

So that’s basically what I had to say except to say that as recently as Friday there is an indication that in Victoria attention has been turned by the state government to the inability or the difficulties faced by wheelchair people there in that state.  The Victorian Government has undertaken to look at their situation, and no doubt will probably be looking at government services in order to facilitate the transportation of the wheelchair bound in that territory.

So I finish on that note.  If you have any questions I’d be happy to answer them.

MR BAXTER:  Thank you, Mr Button, that was good.  Just let me understand, you’re an owner and a driver, just the one plate or several plates?

MR BUTTON:  I’m an owner and I own two plates, and I haven’t driven for a couple of years.  But I obtained the plates more than 10 years ago, I drove for just on 10 years before giving it away last couple of years.  I do other things.

MR BAXTER:  Right.  You just lease those out now, or you - - -

MR BUTTON:  Yes, I lease them out.

MR BAXTER:  I guess there’s a number of sort of things that one would like to pick up on on the way through just to try and clarify a few points.  We’ll have a cross reference obviously with the notes that you’ve given, but you might care to leave a copy or send us a copy of those which I’m conscious you’ve spent a good deal of time of preparing today.  

You had a comment early in the piece about the length of period of the licenses.  Licence being for 12 months and you need to be assured that there be continuity and so forth.  Of course the Commission hasn’t sort of taken away any sort of surety in that regard at all, or with what it’s proposing it doesn’t intend to take any away, I assume that you’ve read it as if we are saying that, so that’s why I want to clarify.

MR BUTTON:  Well, I understand that there were going to be available 12 month leases, from what I’ve read of your report.

MR BAXTER:  They’re available as 12 month licence in the sense that you sort of - you know, you get your sort of - any vehicle licence you get for 12 months, and you get it for the next 12 months.

MR BUTTON:  And you go and renew it after 12 months.  Well, that might appeal to you as a bureaucrat, but those people out there in the industry like to think beyond 12 month periods and they might be thinking, “This is not substantive reason for me to go out and invest in the car or anything else for 5 years if I’m not going to be sure of being here after 12 months”.  Now perhaps there should be a longer period of time involved in that process.

MR BAXTER:  Or perhaps we should make it clearer that there’s not any intention to prevent people from actually renewing their licence the same way as any other business might.

MR BUTTON:  Well, on one hand you’ve got this recommendation in your report, on the other hand just falling down upon the industry just a short while ago is your Act and your regulations which bring in accreditation standards.  Now I would think that a lot of people out there at the moment feel like they’ve been hit with a sledgehammer on one hand, and trying to be given a carrot on the other, by saying, “This is something that we jolly good fellows thought would be to your advantage by allowing plates to be available to drivers, and that we’ll only have driver/operators operating in the industry in future”.   

Now I think that’s a wrong assumption to make because there are, I think, there are a lot of peak drivers out there at the moment who are thinking well, perhaps I’ll, won’t be able to measure up to these draconian, you know, accreditation standards of being set, I’m going to have someone breathing over my neck.  And that might be okay for 10 months or 11 months or 12 months but I mightn’t be able to do 5 years and I’m committing myself to a car.  No, no way.  

And I think there’s - the thing is that I think you sort of come across this morning as not appreciating really the costs involved in the industry and the time and the labour spent for little return and really it’s an industry where there are a lot of costs involved, a lot of labours and there’s little return and what some people have been trying to get across to you today, is being the fact that a lot of people do it out of an activity that they like to do.  It’s an activity which entails us speaking to people, of getting out and about and not vegetating.  Now, other than that, that’s their only return, because if you take it - and I put it another way.  

Do you know how much it costs you to run your car for one month?  Well I can tell you that the running of a taxi for one month is equivalent to running your car for 12 months.  So the lifetime of your car or the taxi we’re looking at, what you - expenses you meet in a year, the taxi operator regards as just his vehicle needing in one month and it’s not being very helpful to say that government deregulatory authority, to be saying you’re laying down the law on one hand like this and making even more demands at a time when someone else on the other hand is saying, we’re going to give you less resources, we’re going to make harder for you to run up here.  This terminology level playing field, well this is a slippery slide.  It’s pointed down at 45 degrees.

MR BAXTER:  Presumably when you acquired your plates initially you acquired them what with a view to sort of buying yourself a job at the time or - - -

MR BUTTON:  Well exactly. I went in to the - I got a licence to drive and I drove for other people and I got the experience first, I got a feeling for the industry first and then I bought a plate.  But in buying a plate I had to go off and, as everybody else who’s probably in the industry will tell you, go off and borrow money, go to the bank, mortgage your house, get the money, get the plate, get the car and you’re up and running, but it never stops parting with money every day, day in day out, parting with money, paying money out for little returns.  

And you’ve been saying well how much do people get.  I can tell you as an operator who goes out there and drives and takes 100 per cent of his earnings, I still have trouble making ends meet.  Now when you turn around then and you say well you have a driver go out and you get a bailee/bailor relationship going, he takes his compensation from that - sometimes, what’s happening here and what hasn’t been clearly said by people today, is that it’s becoming economically unviable in today’s market, let alone the one that you dreamt up, or dream of the future happening for the owners here to go out.  Well it’s better for them to go out and take 100 per cent because they’ve got more chance of meeting their bills than having a driver go out for them.  

Because when the driver goes out, he’s earning so little and making so much.  In other words it’s cost of your car usage for that shift is not being covered by what the driver makes in having taken his percentage.  It’s - the best example I can say where a driver goes out on a Saturday or a day time shift and I come back making less than was what the cost of the petrol, the tyres and everything else that’s gone into it.

MR BAXTER:  Yes, I’ve heard examples of that actually given to me.  But presumably there was - at some stage there was enough being made in this way to cause you to buy a second plate.

MR BUTTON:  Well, I felt it was an investment at that stage to do something better than what I had done and what happened was that when you look at it, the investment’s made but then you find yourself finding it’s an uphill battle all the time to make ends meet to pay the, meet your  commitments towards that mortgage you’ve got.  And really the people who you’re saying well I’ve got to go to the wall, go to the wall, you have something that’s worth nothing in, within three years.  It’s worth nothing now in your safety net figure, because I’m more than 10 years.  So I’m worth zero now, whereas yesterday or before 15 April I could theoretically say I had two plates worth 250,000 each but I haven’t got that.  So the point is how do I turn around and face the bank manager and say “This is just dissolved, this has gone up in air”, this is hardly appropriate.

MR MGHIE:  Mr Button one thing is we have difficult reconciling is that until recently, anyway, people were prepared to pay 250 or 260,000 for a licence, apparently without not much chance of getting a reasonable return, I mean that’s something we’ve been struggling with all the way along.  How do you explain it, that people will pay that much but really if they’d done their budgeting properly et cetera et cetera they would have found that they wouldn’t be making any money.

MR BUTTON:  Well I think, I think, I think my accountant would be able to explain it better than what I could, but you know, I think you basically live on the basis with a fact that you’ve got so many taxable liabilities around your neck here and running a business that, you know, you’re working on a negative basis.  You’re just meeting your commitments to the bank.  You’re working towards having one day supposedly an asset that will be your superannuation, your retirement and that’s when it’s - that’s the only thing that keeps most people going.  That aim is that - I don’t think you’ll find that there’s any person that’s got this long term ambition to stay in the place until they’re sort of, in their geriatric years.  

I think most of us have got some sort of leave time.  But at the same time, what you’re proposing is that for an industry that’s been set up with standards of regulations of how a car should be run and should be maintained and everything else about drivers and training and skills and all the rest of it, you’re saying we should down play that and also, and open up the market place with a theory being it’d be better in the long term for plates not to be worth anything and for drivers to be, owners or leasees being their own drivers who would employ nobody.  Now if you have a person who’s a leasee of a plate from the government at 7,000 bucks per year, he’s got his car, he goes off.  He’s more likely to turn around and say right I’m the driver here I’m taking 100 per cent here, does he think he’s going to take a driver on for his other shifts that he’s not going to do.  

I think no, he’s in the market place where you’ve just created, every driver’s got his own car, right.  So everybody’s got his own car, now we haven’t got drivers, so when does - how long does that one driver go for.  He drives - look, it’s now two o’clock the driver of the day has been up since three thirty, four o’clock.  His alarm went off then.  He showered, he had his coffee, he got in the car, he was on the job at five, he waited for an hour, you’re not even awake yet, he waited for an hour for his first job, he got that, it took - someone with a bit of luck to the airport.  After that job he waited for another two until the peak hour came.  Now at this time of the day, he’s had 13 hours on the road.  

In your scenario you’re painting, we’ve got a driver operator, he had the 13 hours, he wants to make a buck, he’s got bills to pay, he’s going to drive on and he’s going to drive on on the basis that I’m taking 100 per cent of this and what happens if he becomes tired, how safe are the public.

MR MCGHIE:  Isn’t that what’s happening now though, I mean, you’ve got owner driver who’s going to be driving his car, he might take some time off in the middle of the day during a quiet time and have a kip for a while and then he goes back and he’s on at night or whatever it might be.

MR BUTTON:  No he doesn’t do that, he doesn’t do that.  And as indicated this morning when John Tam was speaking to you, he’s struggling to keep drivers because it gets to a physical point where you just can’t go on that way.  You can’t go on putting in the hours on the road because it just becomes, well it’s just down right unsafe.

MR BAXTER:  But the difficulty is that’s sort of John’s talking, who was here this morning, John Tam was talking about - - -

MR BUTTON:  Yes, he sometimes has to drive shifts.

MR BAXTER:  He was talking about a situation that exists now under the present arrangements.

MR BUTTON:  Yes, that’s right.

MR BAXTER:  But that doesn’t seem to be working either.  I mean what’s the Commission to be - - -

MR BUTTON:  Well it’s certainly not going to be solved by your suggestion.

MR BAXTER:  Well what do you suggest that we do?

MR BUTTON:  I would think that you’ve got to ensure that drivers, when they go out, are able to go out and have enough work to get so they have a sufficient return at the end of the day.  Now at the moment they’re not getting that, so some of the drivers are opting not to go out.  Because on top of their short returns they’ve got to pay GST and other things and that means some owners are having difficulty keeping drivers, getting drivers.

MR BAXTER:  But the Commission’s not in a position, nor is the government, I’d suggest, to sort of create work.  Certainly the Commission is not in a position, I can’t create work.

MR BUTTON:  Well the government is in a position where they can put the cap on charges and costs themselves from other quarters.  It just doesn’t come about by saying well we’ve got to reduce taxi fares, or we’ve got to reduce - what is the aim you’ve got, you’ve got it on your plate, do you want to see the travelling public paying a dollar for a taxi fare?  What is your aim, what do you hope see?

MR BAXTER:  The Commission doesn’t have an aim of that sort, but the Commission does have responsibility and that’s what we’re trying to go to this process.  I’ve tried to weigh up both the industry’s interest to be able to supply an appropriate service and the, sort of, the consumer’s interest in order to get through the thing at the appropriate price to get an appropriate match there.  So it’s that we’re trying to tease out as we go through this process.

MR BUTTON:  Well I think that you’ve got to try to address it from another angle and looking at how can you reduce the cost that are met currently by taxi operators and reduce them or cap them, so as we keep the fares down that way.  Whereas at the moment you’re obviously faced in determining fares of this never ending spiral of costs going up all the time so, therefore, fares have to go up with it and that obviously concerns you when it comes to your assessment of what taxi fares should be.

MR BAXTER:  But it worries me that you price yourself out of the market.

MR BUTTON:  I’m suggesting that someone with a bright application came along and said let’s reduce the registration fee, let’s move in on the insurance industry and try to limit third party insurances and workers compensation and all these other things that we’ll turn around and say right.  This has been a negative year and fares will be reduced because of these reduced costs in running taxis and that’s not unfeasible is it?

MR BAXTER:  Let me put it this way to you.  How realistic do you think it is for the ACT government to sort of be able to say petrol prices or gas prices will stay at this level and hold them at that level when in actual fact the world price and the price elsewhere is somewhere else.

MR BUTTON:  Well all I’m suggesting is that there must be other ways of achieving objective than that way which you set out to do so in your report.  It seems to me that you’re looking at competition, you’re looking at something that was mooted in 1995, Fred Hilmer, where’s he been, where’s he at, where’s he going to.  Look I could say to you that look, you’ve got the job where you’re caught between a rock and a hard place and really it just takes, honestly, a bit of courage on your part to turn in your report and say competition in this industry, the question of it is just a nonsense.  To even suggest or contemplate doing the things you’ve got in your mind.  Because at the present time we’ve got an industry that has certain standards about it, that functions with the public’s appreciation for what it does.  

Now you’re conducting a hearing today.  Where’s this big line of the public in to you complaining about the service that they’ve got from the taxi industry and hire car industry.  We haven’t.  We’ve got a room full of taxi and hire car people concerned about what you’re about to do.  Where’s the public complaining?  I don’t see them.  I see my drivers of my cars coming back happy at the end of the day with a public that’s been happy to get the standard of transport provided to them by the taxi service we’ve got.  And you want to undo that.  Well you’ve got to stop and say hey, there are some industries where it doesn’t work.  

And in that regard I might say that 18 months, 20 months ago deregulation in this Territory of the dairy industry has meant that I haven’t seen a milkman in my street for the last 20 months.  Now do you want to go down the same way in regard to taxis?  Because you can almost point to every industry where deregulation has been applied and have to come up with the same conclusion that just doesn’t work.  The meat industry with meat exports to America years ago fell flat on its face because of deregulation.  The airline industry, flat on it’s face in ’89 because of deregulation.  The dairy industry - you keep going.  Where are we at?  The taxi industry - - - 

MR BAXTER:  Let me take you up on a point there in regards to cost cutting.  One of the issues that we’ve raised, in actual fact, is the fact that the cost of Aerial’s network fees seem to continue to rise up.  Now quite considerably high, 13 odd thousand per cab versus six or something or other in Sydney.  What shall we do about that?  Shall we just sort of - - - 

MR BUTTON:  Well I think there’s that much downward pressure from above and from other regulatory authority on regards to standards of service that they’ve got this continual striving to reduce your time of reaction and everything else which means improved computer systems, more operators, more reaching out for the boundaries, to the limits that you’re putting us to.  That means expensive little bits and pieces of computer equipment at base and all the rest of it.  And as we’re speaking now we’re talking about trying to improve our despatch system now and taking on another one.  At a time when there’s this question mark over the industry.  Well again, the way to reduce the base fees and everything else is to turn around and have less demands upon the network in the first place.

MR BAXTER:  But the Canberra public has paid for all the upgrading of Aerial’s equipment over the years as a co-operative and that’s always been passed through to the pricing. 

MR BUTTON:  You say the booking fee?

MR BAXTER:  No, not the booking fee.  Built into the price path over the years has been the cost of the associated development of the network and so forth as it currently exists and what have you.

MR BUTTON:  I thought a percentage was going towards my tyres.  But anyway all right.   

MR BAXTER:  A bit of that as well.  But still we’ve got the - it’s quite a high price - a high cost component which you pay - obviously if you’re running the taxi ...(indistinct)... as you’re doing now.  But you pay and it’s one of the things that they want to pass on to the general public.  We move towards these better systems, without seeming to achieve the outcomes.

MR BUTTON:  Well, I think it’s been pretty evident in the past that when we’ve been stable in the industry, that our base fees have levelled out.  They’ve gone up as demands have been made upon us.  And that’s all I can assume, is that I think it’s fair to say well, okay, in running a base, that you’re going to have overheads from doing that which have to be met by those people who pool resources to have it in the first place.  And I think there’s got to be a bottom line to the base fee which can possibly be reached.  I don’t think it’s inconceivable to reach that, provided the demands are lessened upon the industry where it wants to be.

I mean, if you turn around - as an example - you say “Oh, Sydney, there’re people being killed in taxis, you know, drivers being killed.  We’ve got to have safety measures in taxis in the ACT.” When touch wood, one hasn’t been killed  here yet.  Well, the cost to the industry in the ACT for cameras in cars just doesn’t come out free air.  It means that each one of the taxi owners has to contribute significant sums of money through their base fees in order to meet that cost of that item.

So, it’s the sort of thing that you can say “Well, let’s limit that demand.  What’s the industry say about cameras in cars?”  I think most of the drivers would say they’re not necessary.  We’d like to see it, you know?  I think there are some things that - look, Canberra is not Sydney, it’s not Melbourne.  If it was, I wouldn’t be in the taxi  industry.  But it’s Canberra, and Canberra is a place with standards about it as you and I know because we live here.  And we want to keep it with standards, we don’t want to see rickshaws in the street at this particular point in time.

MR BAXTER:  Let me - can I just go to the lift fee for a minute, because you mentioned it on the way through, and in fact you covered everything, which was good.

What should we do there?  I mean, you know, the lift fee thing’s been sort of quite a complex issue, the industry asked for a number up around $15, $16, whatever it was, yes you’re right, sort of Victorians have introduced $6.60 I think it was.  In talking to a few people, a few of the guys sort of said to me “Look, we turn our meters on when we sort of arrive, that gives us an extra couple of bucks” or something or other, that people are comfortable with that and the time spent sort of loading a wheelchair on, strapping it down and doing the necessary work and so forth.  So the Commission’s trying to sort of balance all that up.  What do you think we should do?

MR BUTTON:  Well, short of what I’ve said, I don’t think they should be doing at all.  I think these taxis should be taken over by the special needs area of ACTION Buses, and they should be run and absorbed within the government.  So I don’t think there should be a lift fee being paid at all in that circumstance, because I envisage drivers like ACTION Buses paid a weekly wage for driving a wheelchair accessible vehicle.  And that way, when you do that, you have a driver arrive who’s not concerned about time, he’s not concerned about how many other fares he’s going to have to get, and he’s going to pick that person up in an un-rushed basis, you know, he’s not going to rush him onboard the vehicle, he’s not going to rush to get him off. 

He’s going to be more pleasant, perhaps, all right?  And he’s not going to be so concerned about making ends meet at the end of the day, he’s going to have a weekly wage, he’s going to know what his commitments are daily, and at the current trends it looks like about 2 per day for 26 vehicles.

Well I’m suggesting to you that if the ACTION - special needs transport area of ACTION takes over that function, on half the number of vehicles, it should come to about four pickups per day per driver.  And those ACTION buses of people only drive 5 hour shifts, it’s a little bit different from taxi drivers who’re driving 12 hour shifts, who might be a bit disgruntled at a time of the day when all of a sudden they’ve got to stop, get out and pick up a person, put them in the wheelchair in a wheelchair accessible vehicle.  And make sure they’re secured in doing so.

MR MCGHIE:  So your objective really is to reduce the number of taxis by reducing the what’s being in the order of taxi business and only handling disabled people.

MR BUTTON:  Yes.  And look, the thing is that - look.  You’ve got to understand this.  Before someone came up with these magnificent things, these wheelchair-accessible taxis, we all in the taxi industry picked up wheelchair bound people in our standard vehicles.  These people have - we have helped them into the taxi, we would collapse their wheelchair and we put it in the boot.  We’d stop, we’d get out, put the wheelchair out and unload them onto that.  That’s before wheelchair accessible taxis came into being.

MR MCGHIE:  Well these days you couldn’t get a wheelchair into a boot with a gas tank in there, could you?

MR BUTTON:  Well, what do we do?  That’s what we’d always done. 

MR MCGHIE:  Well I don’t know, I’m asking you.

MR BUTTON:  That’s what I’m saying, we’ve done that in the past.  Before wheelchair accessible taxis came into being, we all picked up wheelchair bound people, put them in a taxi and collapsed their wheelchair into the boot of the taxi.  That’s with gas tanks.

MR MCGHIE:  With gas tanks.

MR BUTTON:  That’s right.  So that’s what existed before.  Why all of a sudden the need for wheelchair accessible taxis - and the only indication I can give you is in my submission here today, is that there might have been a need to move large people at peak times who travelled in groups.  Now, that being the case, there is a need for such vehicles, multi-hired vehicles that can take more than your 4 or 5 passengers, and these wheelchair accessible taxis were serving that dual purpose.

Now it’s okay to say we got by before on six or seven initially, then all of a sudden when it went up another ten, another ten and it was made very clear at the time that something in the order of about ten was the maximum number for our community.  How difficult is it to know how many people live in the ACT who are wheelchair-bound and have a requirement for a taxi - public transport to be provided to them.  Not very difficult is it?

MR MCGHIE:  Well, I mean the decision was made by Department of Urban Services I presume, because they felt the service wasn’t enough and therefore there were more vehicles put on.

MR BUTTON:  You gentlemen are making your report directly to a Labor Government, whose now stated policies are about the establishment of an Office for Disability Services.  These are the people we’re talking about, people with disability services.  Now what better way to bring about the two things, than to turn around and say to the government, this is your way of providing them with the best service possible - have the WATTs absorbed by ACTION buses and responsible to the Office of Disability Services.  What better way to ensure that they get best service?  If you’re concerned about best service, that’s what has to be done.

MR BAXTER:  Talking about best service, you’ve indicated on the way through that if you move to a deregulated situation in terms of the number of taxi plates available, bearing in mind you’ve always said that you would regulate the licensing of the drivers or that they’d have to pass all necessary tests, and also the vehicles themselves would have meet certain standards, so you’ve got that regulation still continues.  But you’ve indicated that if we have deregulation of the number of plates that are viable, that we will attract in a less than desirable element too.

MR BUTTON:  Yes, yes.  Yes, because you - - - 

MR BAXTER:  Now is there something peculiar about this industry that attracts less than desirable people that - or some issue here that sort of - - - 

MR BUTTON:  No, but what I’m suggesting is that, with greater number of taxis about and abounding, jumping out of the woodwork, regulatory authority would be stretched to the limit to - to ensure that the standards of conduct by drivers and the standards of maintenance of vehicles are maintained as well as what they are today.  So that being the case, you’ll have a situation where the people out there operating in the industry will say, oh yes, we know that happens but they haven’t caught me because I get lost in the suburbs or whatever.  You know, and they’ll start to, after hours particularly, start to conduct themselves in - in ways which are unethical because they’ve got to make ends meet because there are more taxis about.

MR MCGHIE:  Well, let’s say though that isn’t the case and the thing is properly regulated.  I mean, there are as many restaurants as there are taxis.  Restaurants are very rigidly regulated in health and safety et cetera et cetera.  Is there any known reason why taxis can’t be well regulated?  I mean, we’ve heard it suggested that maybe they’re not very well regulated at the moment and that’s something we’ve got to give some more thought to, but if they are well regulated, that is that the drivers are well tested and their credentials - financial and every other type of credential is taken into account, and the vehicles are up to standard, is there any reason then why the wrong people with the wrong cars will get into the industry?

MR BUTTON:  No, because look, what you’ve just said is being done and been done in the past, right up to now.  These things have been well regulated up to now.  We’ve got an environment - to put it to you another way, we’ve got a regulated industry which ensures a standard to our drivers and a standard to our taxis.  That’s exactly what we’ve got, what you’ve said.  Now in that - in that scenario, we’ve got people who want to come in and join the industry.  They want to become drivers who have to go through a training period to get a licence.

Now part of the pre-requisites of that are to ensure, like our entry to this country, in fact like migrants to this country, of good health and good character.  We don’t want anybody driving taxis who’ve got prescribed problems with their health, transmissible diseases, so they have health checks annually.  In regards to their character, they undergo police character checks, so we don’t want any Jack the Ripper’s driving taxis either.  So that is ensured because they undergo police character checks.  Now that’s being done at present because we have got an industry where regulation does prevail.  In regards to vehicles, the same thing applies.  We have annual checks, we have checks around the traps, around the ranks everywhere and we’ve taken - - - 

MR MCGHIE:  It’s not proposed that any of that will change.

MR BUTTON:  Sorry?

MR MCGHIE:  It’s not proposed that any of that will change.

MR BUTTON:  Yes, but what is proposed and what I just said a minute ago, is that you’re envisioning all of a sudden, the fleet size to go from 217 to 1000 plus, right?  I’m only taking the 1000 plus because Paul, in his report, has turned around and indicated a loan with Wellington, New Zealand that they’re - and what’s the population of Wellington, New Zealand?  It’s no greater than Canberra, Australia.  

He’s indicated in his report that there are a thousand taxis that have only been allowed to go to Wellington Airport.  That’s of their fleet, that means there’s 1,000 plus, doesn’t it?  So you’re envisaging, somewhere down the track, this Canberra town, this bush capital, is going to have 1,000 plus taxis in it.  Now, in that scenario, we are having that a thousand plus, you’re going to have people flying into the industry in a much more rapid rate than is currently happening.  And those will see a drop in standards.

MR MCGHIE:  Well, that says a thousand plus - there’s more demand.  And I mean, the one thing is about Wellington is - if you’ve spent any time there - there’s nowhere where you can park your car.  And I mean, that’s a factor, in Canberra, you know, we’ve got a zillion car parks just on the other side of that building, so - you know, we’re looking at entirely different situations.  There might well be a thousand vehicles in Wellington, but they may well all be making some kind of living.  They obviously are if they’re still there driving their car and still doing it.  You know, we’re looking at two different situations.

Can I just take you back to the compensation thing.  What’s your view on what appropriate compensation would be if somebody wants to leave the industry?

MR BUTTON:  Well, the appropriate compensation would be what their market value was at 15 April when this whole thing was mooted, because like the people in the hire car industry this morning that mentioned to you, from the moment that you people start to say “We’re having an inquiry into this or that, we’re going to have a commission look at this or that”, no-one wants to buy a hire plate, no-one wants to buy a taxi plate.  So all of a sudden, effectively, you can’t sell them even if you wanted to sell them.  Right?  So the market value today, after your announcement in mid-April, is zilch anyway.  

But what I’m saying is their market value at 15 April  would be, in my opinion, what should be compensation paid to people.  But having said that, I hasten to say that the very least principled and appropriate recommendation or acceptable line would be to at least offer people what they paid for their plates, plus any interest or any other things that comes with contributing to the industry.  Now, in saying that, you appreciate that people pay varying sums for their plates.  And that’s reality.


But in looking at that too, the person who paid say $65,000 or $70,000 in 1975 or whenever, he probably as I said to you during my submission - he’s probably gone out and sold a house to buy the plates, and is it fair then to turn around and just offer that person that amount that he paid for the plates today?  Would you do that if you were taking his house off him?  No, you’d give him the market value for the house, and I don’t think, gentlemen, there’s any way you’re going to get around that sticking point which is the market value otherwise, anything else would be seen short of daylight robbery.  There’s a case of what - trying to rob Peter to pay Paul.

MR MCGHIE:  So again they have us here.

MR BUTTON:  That’s right.  The two of you.  

MR MCGHIE:  So just to get a ballpark figure, going back earlier than when - - -

MR BUTTON:  Well, I think around $250,000’s the figure that I mentioned, and on that calculation you’re talking about 217 taxis at $250,000 which means in round figures of calculations $55 million.  And I think the ACT government at the end of last week was saying that they were showing a $58 million profit over the last 12 months, so the decision’s clearly in their court, isn’t it?  Regardless of your recommendation.  Whatever you recommend.

MR MCGHIE:  But I mean, it still leaves us with this dilemma that if you go back a few weeks ago, people were wanting to pay $250,000 to get into the industry and in all the submissions that we’ve received over the period and so on everybody is saying, you know, “We’re not making a buck.”  It’d be just as hard to figure why somebody wants to put a quarter of a million into a vehicle that they’re barely making a buck out of, and if they look at the recent history they’re really not going to make a capital gain out of it.

MR BUTTON:  Well, it’s not - no no no, it’s just not a vehicle they’re putting their money into.  What they’re putting their money into is their business which they can manage themselves, and they can have control of.  So if I was sitting here and I was Renee Rivkin talking to you, and you were saying “What, Phil, should I do?” or “Renee should I do, with my money that I’ve accumulated here by being paid out over there?  Should I put it in cigars, or yachts in Sydney, or - what’s a good investment?”


I’m sure Renee Rivkin would run through gold, aluminium, whatever else, and probably get to taxis, be it Queensland, Sydney, anywhere else, but taxis represent an investment.  Particularly if it’s for persons who want to get involved in the industry, they want to manage themselves their own investments.  That is the thing which prompts and motivates people, if it’s representing such a big sticking point to you, then I would say that you should get over that and just accept it on the base of “Why do people run around and buy gold shares?” or anything else.  And if you can’t get over not understanding why people are motivated to so invest their energies and time, then perhaps - you know, we’ve got to say “You mightn’t be in the right place here as Commissioner of this particular inquiry.”

MR MCGHIE:  Well the people that are buying the gold shares and the rest of them are prepared to take big risks.

MR BUTTON:  We are, too, when we’re introducing this ...(indistinct)... with you people up there, we’re taking the bloody biggest risk.  

MR MCGHIE:  Okay, but you’re making that point and I’m responding to it.  The people that are buying the gold shares and the other shares are taking a big risk.  A person that buys a licence is organising a business and, as you’ve told me, you know, they want to get into the business.  You’re a good business man, Mr Button, you must have done a budget before you went in, or even if you didn’t, if you’re advising somebody that was looking to buy a licence a few weeks ago, you’d say to them, look, draw up a budget, get some figures, talk to other taxi drivers and taxi owners and work out what it looks like you’re going to get back on your $250,000, wouldn’t you?

MR BUTTON:  Yes.

MR MCGHIE:  And what would be the outcome when they tried to draw up a budget?

MR BUTTON:  Well, the reality of what you’re suggesting is to - is this point, you say once upon a time I might have turned around and said, it’s a bit of a black market industry, you can get into this and regardless of what your figures might show, this might happen.  But today, everybody’s out of the shadows, and there’s not the returns.  So why did the person last month still want to buy?  The person wants to buy because he wants to make that investment into an industry which he’s motivated to try to do, so that he’s got to work openly now, hard and everything else.  But the point is, what I was trying to say to you, an industry with risks - it’s an industry which you’ve got to be half brain dead today to want to enter and spend that money.  Now it’s the person then who bought in April a taxi plate at $250,000 really is - got half a brain.

MR MCGHIE:  Yes.  We put that person to one side, I mean - - -

MR BUTTON:  Well that’s reality, you wouldn’t want to.  Anybody now, and you’re talking about why does someone of any intelligence, why would they want to invest in the taxi industry?  I’ve got to tell you that anybody with intelligence just doesn’t want to do it today, because of the ...(indistinct)... of these type of Commissions Inquiries, plus the degree of difficulty in making ends meet within the industry, regardless of these inquiries.  And the inquiries are only achieving one thing, and that is making a bad thing worse.  It was a bad thing before in making ends meet and it’s becoming even worse now.  So why do we do it?  That’s the big question, why do we do it?

MR MCGHIE:  Well, I mean, that’s my question.  In the end, you know, getting back to my thing that if you’re going to put a quarter of a million into something, you’re going to draw up a budget, you’re going to try and figure out where’s my profit and how can I repay the loan, et cetera.  In the end it turns out to be a bad business decision, you know, people are making bad business decisions.

MR BUTTON:  Well you haven’t asked me the question of if I’m compensated, am I likely to stay in the industry?  And if I’m compensated, I’m not likely to stay in the industry, I’m likely to move on, and which is a bit of a shame because a lot of people with - you know, the desire to ensure that Canberra has an ongoing public transport system of high standard.  And that’s not going to be achieved if you lose the skills that are currently in this industry in this town.  And I said it in my submission today, that Canberra ought to be proud of the taxi service it’s got, it’s one of the best in the country.  

And other people from other jurisdictions look at our service as being great, you know.  It’s got one uniform, you go to other places, they look like a box of Smarties.  Right?  Packet of Smarties.  You go to Victoria, at least Jeff Kennett did the right thing for Victoria in making a uniform yellow cabs throughout the place, but this - they still look up to Canberra, and why?  It’s because here, we’ve taken the view, in this town, that we can be proactive, we can work with government to make a better transport system and better taxi service for our travelling public.  

And as I said before, if the public were really concerned, why isn’t this 

room full of them?  And where are all the complaints?  What’s ...(indistinct)... did you go on?  Except there’s a national competition thing which has to be of knee-jerk things running around the countryside, and really, it’s a nonsense.  It’s just - some industries you might be able to do it.  But if I turn around and really, at the end of the day, say to you two gentlemen, what is your aim, besides the terms of reference you’ve got, how do you perceive this place being able to provide a better service?  Do you really want 700 taxis down there at Alinga Street there now, so that one person who stumbles out at 12.30 am can get one of the 700?  Do you really want that?  Would you want that?

MR BAXTER:  I don’t think there’ll be 700 there at any one particular time.

MR BUTTON:  Well, you know.

MR BAXTER:  Because that’s the way of the market.  We’re going to have to stop, unfortunately, because I’m conscious of time.  Mr Button, that’s been very, very helpful, and please - - -

MR BUTTON:  Yes, I’ll make a copy available to you.

MR BAXTER:  That would be tremendous, if you wouldn’t mind, because you went through the points very well.

MR BUTTON:  Yes.

MR BAXTER:  Thank you very, very much for that.

MR MCGHIE:  Thank you.

MR BAXTER:  Well, Ms Budd.

MS BUDD:  Well my name is Diana Budd and I’m an owner/operator of Idle Moments Canberra Private Tours and I’m also here as President of the Canberra Region Tourism Operators Association, locally know as CROTOA.  And I represent small businesses including the Eco Bush Tours Adventure and general sight seeing tours.  I’d like to thank you both for the opportunity to discuss this review of the future direction of the taxi and hire car legislation as it relates to our businesses.

Page 18 of your draft report refers to the transitional period where businesses such as ours will no longer be able to operate under the present conditions.  It is imperative that the new special purpose licence or vehicle licence be implemented to cover businesses such as Idle Moments Canberra Private Tours.  Any opposition from the hire cars about this new legislation would lead to the whole of the recommendations being set aside.  This is not acceptable because of the deadlines issued under the Road Transport Public Passenger Services Act 2001 whereby licensing of businesses such as ours will cease on 1 June 2003.

The recommendation does not differentiate the special nature of what we do and may lead to difficulties in the future.  A special category would be preferable as any dispute in the future with the hire car industry would more than likely not be relevant to the Canberra region tourism operators.  We do no wish to be caught up in any industry matters not pertinent to our businesses.  

Although there is no mention in the report of charges for the special purpose vehicle licences, the Canberra Times did mention a fee of $7000.  Any increase in charges would end the niche services provided by the Canberra Region of Tourism operators.  And one final last point which is probably quite trite really.  It is also important that the new special purpose vehicle licence offers special parking permits at the airport, attractions and in the city as experienced with MO plates licences which we’ve had up until now.  I just wanted to make those few points and I’m very happy to answer questions.

MR MCGHIE:  Just going back to the licensing of vehicles up to ’96.  You’re saying as of 1 June 2003, they then fall into limbo in effect, don’t they?

MS BUDD:  That’s right.

MR MCGHIE:  So there’s got to be something done between now and then to take them into account?

MS BUDD:  Well from 1 June, yes.

MR MCGHIE:  Yes, yes.  As you know in the report we’ve proposed, because we’re trying to reduce the number of licence categories, that there should be just taxis and wheelchair access taxis on one side and then all other vehicles up to nine seaters taken in that category that’s going to be left in limbo after 1 June.  Have you got any problems with just having one licence from the point of view of your organisation in that regard?  That there should just be one category of hire cares and vehicles up to nine seats?

MS BUDD:  Well I think the nature of the businesses are all different.  I mean a hire care is totally different from the service that we operate and wedding cars and special services of where there are special licences for wedding cares et cetera.  They’re different to what we do and we’d like to be really given a licence that is pertinent to our businesses, rather than being lumped in with all these other things and then we have to deal with the different factions at different times when some other crisis may occur.  So we’re virtually asking for that licence to cover our niche service that we’re running here, those people who are members of our organisation, Rather than to be lumped in under one umbrella.

MR MCGHIE:  Yes, I understand.

MS BUDD:  Especially as that’s affecting us, you know through this new Transport Act.

MR MCGHIE:  Yes.  No, I understand the convenience of that but I mean in the end you get all the problems with definitions because they all start to overlap as to whether somebody does some tours but also you know, say they’ve got a hire car, they want to do some tours but they also do hire car things.  Or you’ve got your vehicle, whatever sort it is and you sometimes do things that somebody else wants to do.  It seems to us the best thing is to have one category, within that category people will do their thing.  I mean really if you’re more concerned with running tours and that kind of thing you’re not really going to want to be  - like a hire car on the rank in an airport or whatever.

MS BUDD:  Well, we’re not.

MS MCGHIE:  So it’s not really going to be an issue that you’ve got the same general licence, you’re paying the same general fee.  But you know, you do your thing, people that are running four-wheel drive vehicles out into the Brindabellas or whatever are doing their thing, they’re not going to really be imposing on what you do, like tours around Canberra or whatever.  So you know, it seemed to the Commission, that really within that category, people are going to go on doing their thing and if it overlaps to some degree well, you know, it overlaps.  I mean I guess that’s competition and  that’s part of what we’re about.

MS BUDD:  Well the market will determine what’s needed I guess.

MR MCGHIE:  Yes and I would have thought the categories will tend to be pretty clear with a bit of overlapping perhaps at the fringe.  

MS BUDD:  Yes, but you know, it’s all very well for you to say that there’s overlap between the hire car industry and tourism.  But you know, there’s no overlapping for us to go into their services.  So therefore the category should be quite specific to our cause I think.  Because it’s all very well to say that they can overlap or this one can overlap, but we’re stuck in the middle and can’t move sideways if our businesses decided to grow or do whatever they want to do.  So therefore, our licence is very limited to what we do do.  So that’s where I feel the difference is.  That you know, it’s all very well to say that all these other businesses can overlap into what you do but there’s no room for us to move side ways.

MR MCGHIE:  So you would want to stop hire car operators with a Fairlane or something doing the sort of business that you might do, if they only had three people or whatever and that somebody asked them to do it?

MS BUDD:  No, they’ve got a hire car plate and if your law says that they can run tours as well as being at the airport to pick up people and to take them where they want to go to, I mean if the law says that, that’s fine.  But we cannot go and tout for business at the airport.

MR MCGHIE:  No.

MS BUDD:  On the licence that we’ve been given.

MR MCGHIE:  No and you wouldn’t want to.

MS BUDD:  No, we don’t want to.  Therefore I’m saying that our licence should be isolated from what the hire car industry is allowed to do or the taxi industry is allowed to do and so keep our prices where they are now.  I mean we’re talking about very small businesses that can’t pay the same costs as the hire car industry can because we’re just not in that sort of same realm.  But we’re being lumped into it, so we can just see the escalation of costs and then there’s going to be arguments because we do this and they do that so it’s better that we’re separated from the beginning.

MR MCGHIE:  Well we’re hoping to get rid of those arguments, say by having  one licence fee and one category.  With your organisation and your colleagues, what are the kind of vehicles that are being run most of the time?

MS BUDD:  Between seven and nine seater vehicles and plus you’ve got the four-wheel drive vehicles as well.  We haven’t been able to drive five seater vehicles because the hire car industry took it to the government and it was all stopped.  So at great cost to some of our members, we had to sell vehicles and buy ones that were appropriate and continue on with the same business.  So we don’t want to be caught in that trap again, as being dictated to by one lot of people saying what we do or what we don’t do.  

MR MCGHIE:  Again, one category would eliminate that, wouldn’t it?

MS BUDD:  Well it would, as long as we’re not then going to be caught up in disputes that will negate the sort of service that we’re offering.

MR MCGHIE:  Yes.  But I mean, in the end you’re going to finish up with hire car vehicles, you know, which are the Fairlanes and so on and so on and they’re particularly the kind of business which is the core business with the airport and with you know, delivering VIPs from A to B.

You’re going to have - your sort of business was mostly seven to nine seaters or whatever that are doing various kinds of tours, and I guess at some extreme you’ve got people who do tours out for fishing and all that kind of thing and they’re going to have four wheel drive vehicles, et cetera.  It just seems to the Commission that - you know, nothing’s going to be perfect in this world, and it’s always going to be a compromise whichever way we go, but to minimise the amount of argument over categories and who fits into which categories and what the fees ought to be and all those kind of things, if we can eliminate that without there really being very much difficulty or unfairness, well then we ought to do it.

MS BUDD:  That’s fair enough, as long as there’s no incrementation on what we pay already, because otherwise you’ll lose the niche business in this city.

MR MCGHIE:  So what’s the total cost of what you pay already for a license fee and all the rest of it.

MS BUDD:  Around $1000 for the licensing.  It may be $1100 now, if you count what you have to pay for medical and all that sort of thing, first aid certificates and that sort of thing will bring it up a little bit, but it’s around that.  That’s not including the insurances and the public liability insurances, which have gone absolutely - and we’ve lost so many people from our organisation already because of the public liability insurance, they just can’t afford to pay it.  Their businesses are closing.  So that’s another thing that’s had a great impact on this.

And I just know that the market demands this kind of service, there’s no doubt about it, and it doesn’t detract from the hire car industry or the taxi industry in any way, because when they’re not using us they’re using the other services.  So I do think that we are special in the fact that our fees aren’t as high or will be as high as what’s being proposed for the taxi or hire car industry.

MR MCGHIE:  Right.  I don’t think there’s anything else.

MR BAXTER:  I think that’s fine.  

MS BUDD:  Thank you.

MR BAXTER:  Thank you very much Diana.

Welcome.  I invite you just to state who you are for purposes of the record, and please ...(indistinct)... thrown around, then whatever comments and so forth you might like to make and then we’ll take the opportunity to sort of ask questions and so forth after that.

MR CAMBOURNE:  Okay.  My name’s Brock Cambourne, I’m the Chairman of the Tourism Industry Council ACT & Region and my colleague here is Michelle Slater who’s the Executive Director of the Tourism Industry Council ACT & Region.  The Tourism Industry Council is the Tourism Industry’s peak representative industry advocacy and lobbying group, and represents a whole range of tourism sectors ranging from tourism transport, attractions, restaurant catering, educational institutions, marketing organisations and so on.

Firstly, thanks for the opportunity to come and address the Commission.  We’ll be reasonably brief because we’re here to address several very specific issues arising out of the draft report, but I might say that - quite pleasing - this is the first time there’s been actual explicit and official acknowledgement of some of the issues that we’re going to talk about today in the context of tourism and the development of our tourism industry and tourism industry policy has been hampered and restricted quite significantly by a failure to acknowledge some of these issues in the past.

We’re here primarily to talk about and elucidate some of the issues that Diana has just raised in terms of the impacts on vehicles between six to nine seats and the potential outcomes of your decisions on the tourism industry.  I’m pleased to note in your report that you see these impacts on six to nine seat tourist vehicles as an unintended consequence of the new Act.  However, I’m quite concerned at the Commission’s preference for an all-other-public-passenger-vehicles license.  

In the context of tourism, there’s a few issues that arise out of the impacts of this Commission’s report and the new public passenger transport Act on tourism.  Just to go back and perhaps give you a bit of background as to why a one-license-category-fits-all won’t work, hasn’t worked in the past in other States and Territories and the reason that - well, New South Wales is a prime example.  Due to perceptions of competition in New South Wales, that is, tourism operators and specialised tourism services being perceived to compete with the taxi industry and the hire car industry, legislation was brought in in New South Wales to restrict public passenger vehicles to be used for tourism services to more than nine seats.

That, as Diana said, forced a lot of operators in the ACT to undertake quite expensive upgrades of their vehicles to simply meet that slash of a pen, so all of a sudden they couldn’t use a Tarago, because of perceptions of competition.  Separate identity of these tourism services reduces that perception of competition and means that these things don’t happen again.  The Victorian approach seems to have been quite successful in doing this, where they actually created a special-purpose vehicle license for specialised tourism services.  That set out quite specifically what those specialised tourism services were - whether they be winery tours, whether they be bush tours, city tours, shopping tours.  That seems to have met or it seems to have received general agreement across all industry sectors in Victoria including the taxi and the hire car industries and has allowed those tourism services to continue to operate in the marketplace.

I should say there that those special purpose vehicle licenses do have restrictions applied to them in terms of where they’re allowed to operate from, the kinds of business that they’re allowed to go for, and to minimise the actual competition versus the perceptions of competition. 

I think you need to acknowledge that these different services and different products service different markets, and that a one-license-fits-all category doesn’t take into account or recognise that issue at all.  What needs to happen and what there needs to be some explicit consideration of is something that allows these specialised tourism services to continue to  operate in the marketplace in the short term.  And I believe that the special-purpose vehicle license will take into account - or proposed special purpose vehicle license will take into account those six to nine seat vehicles, and allow them to continue to operate.

Diana is quite right in saying that the costs for licensing and accreditation of a specialised tourism operator are far less than those for taxis and hire cars.  In the ACT, with a range of costs, it is in the area of around about $1000, $1100.  In Victoria, the application process, the granting of the license and so on is around about $700 with an annual fee on top of that to allow those special purpose tour operators to operate.

A clear differentiation of these services, and a clear differentiation of who provides these services will lead to a diversity of services and therefore a diversity of services to tourists.  Having simply one category will not eliminate the problems that I’ve talked about, but it will eliminate part of the market.  And I put it to you that if we as a city are serious about tourism as an industry of the future, in terms of providing jobs for our kids and a diverse industry base in the ACT then we must ensure that the public passenger vehicle services meet the needs of these visitors.

I’d just briefly like to end on a slightly broader issue, and a broader note.  In noting along the same lines that any of the outcomes of your inquiry in terms of competition in the taxi hire car and tourism service provider sectors do actually need to take into account the services they provide not just to Canberra locals but to tourists I spent some time before I came today trying to actually find some research and statistics on the level of usage of taxis and hire cars by tourists to the ACT.  Unfortunately there’s very very little known about it.  However, we must ensure that whatever services are provided are adequate to meet the needs of tourists and visitors to the ACT.  On that point, I’m happy to take any questions.

MR MCGHIE:  Thanks for that.  I guess the question that still stays in our mind is that by not specifying licences, why that should diminish the diversity of services that are available.  I mean it’s still up to anybody to determine the sort of service they want to offer, get their licence fee and get out there.  As far as the public are concerned, I mean they’ve no idea what the licence fees are.  All they can see is a vehicle that does this kind of thing or an advertisement in the Yellow Pages saying, you know, we undertake these kinds of services and so on.  Whatever the actual licence is, seems to be sort of irrelevant to the customers out there who are going to be wanting to use the services. 

MR CAMBOURNE:  Yes and no.  Firstly the one licence fits all implies one licence fee fits all and as I noted the current costs are quite different, given that many of the small tourism transport providers are small micro businesses, to have anything near, say the $7000 suggested by Diana, would simply force that whole bottom end of the market to drop right out and it would be eliminated.  That we would then be left with a duo culture of taxis and hire cars to provide specialised tourism services.  It needs to be acknowledged that specialised tourism services involve more than just transport.  They involve considerations of product development, interpretation, marketing, a whole range of things that are quite separate than the provision of simple transport.

MR MCGHIE:  Yes.  No, I appreciate that and everybody, you know, particularly the tourism ones, they’ve done their research on where to take the people and it’s quite different to perhaps what a taxi is going to do or even the sort of tour that a hire car is going to take them on.  But you know, it still doesn’t indicate that for the public out there, you should have different licences because that’s going to help them determine where they should go.  What they need to know is, is a service available?  If it is, what does it do and where’s it going to take me?  

I think the key thing would be that up till now, you know in terms of your argument, that the specialised tour vehicles have being paying a much lesser fee.  Now the figure of $7000 has got around, mainly because it’s sort of a number that would probably cover the costs of licensing, you know, the actual administrative costs, of doing all that and the argument is that in all this area, the ratepayer out there shouldn’t really, I mean there’d be various arguments, but really should they be subsidising.

If somebody is running a business and the fee to get it up and running per annum is $7000 a year, I mean it’s obviously a tax deductible fee so a third of that is actually deducted against tax.  They must be running on very fine margins, you know, almost doing it as a good will gesture if that amount of fee is going to put them right out of business, it seems to me.

MR CAMBOURNE:  I would suggest to you that the tourism industry in the ACT, as a non-traditional industry, is still very very immature.  The market has not developed enough at the moment for those profit margins to be substantial.  And that getting back to your point that it doesn’t matter to the consumer what licences are there, it matters to the consumer if the licensing and regulatory process means that those services can’t be provided.  I would suggest to you if you look around, every other state and territory or anywhere else in the world, you would be hard pressed to find a tourism industry that is not serviced by a diverse range of services.

There is not a tourism industry in the world that public passenger transport specialised tour services are provided only by taxis or hire cars.  The regulatory regime, particularly at the state of industry development that we have in the ACT at the moment, needs to facilitate the growth of certain tourism sectors so that we can present a diversity of product into the market place.  So we’re thinking and talking about things that are much bigger than just transport and regulatory reform.  We’re talking about the opportunities that we as a destination, will have in the future than can be affected by the regulatory framework within which the industry is allowed to develop.

MR MCGHIE:  The last thing we want to do is to have any adverse impact on tourism in Canberra.  But it seems to me really that the argument boils down to the fact that if the figure is higher for the tourism operators, that’s virtually going to wipe out the tourism operator industry and only leave hire cars and taxis.  That seems to me to suggest that it’s a pretty flimsy industry.

MR CAMBOURNE:  Again, yes and no.  There are loopholes that exist within the law already or within the regulatory framework already.  Whereas four-wheel drives come under a different vehicle classification and category than general tour vehicles.  I can suggest to you that people who want to undertake sophisticated city touring options or visit Canberra wineries don’t necessarily want to do that in a four-wheel drive which the market will be forced to adopt simply because that option is available to them because of inappropriate considerations of what vehicles should be allowed to be used for tour vehicles and what shouldn’t.

MR MCGHIE:  Yes, but there’s no reason why you still wouldn’t have your nine seater vehicles and have your four-wheel drives for doing you know, outback stuff.  I just can’t follow why a single category is going to reduce - other than through the point of the cost of registration, how a single category is going to effect all those other issues.

MR CAMBOURNE:  Well it also effects the cost of the vehicle that you’re allowed to use.  For instance, if I was visiting Madew Winery out at Lake George, I’d much rather do it in a comfortable Tarago than in someone’s Toyota troop carrier.

MR MCGHIE:  So we’re saying you’d be able to do it in the Tarago.

MR CAMBOURNE:  Well - - -

MR MCGHIE:  Nothing we’re going would stop you being able to do it in the Tarago.

MR CAMBOURNE:  Well, Tarago’s only have eight seats, so yes it would.

MR MCGHIE:  The categories is up to nine seats, so it can be of six, seven, eight, nine seats, unless I’m missing a point somewhere.

MS BUDD:  The driver makes nine.

MR MCGHIE:  Yes, sorry, so you’ve got eight passengers, yes.  Nothing we’ve said is going to stop an eight passenger vehicle functioning, is it?

MR CAMBOURNE:  Unless it costs too much.

MR MCGHIE:  Unless it costs too much.  Yes, I appreciate that point, yes.

MR CAMBOURNE:  The other point that you haven’t taken into consideration is one of things that affects or impacts on the effective functioning of our industry, is the issue of co-ordination and co-operation and under a one licence fits all scenario, it is fraught with a considerable deal of inter-sectoral bickering, in terms of who’s allowed to do what.  Who functions in what realms, who provides what services and it becomes then, much more difficult to co-ordinate a co-operative industry that then also impacts upon the level of services that the industry can then provide to consumers.

So whatever recommendations you make, also have implications in terms of how the industry organises itself, how it co-ordinates itself, how it interfaces with the government in the long term and how effective that 
co-ordination can be in the future.  I think one size fits all will still end up with the same problems that New South Wales has.

MR BAXTER:  There was a suggestion earlier on that maybe some of the stretch limos should be used for some of this activity.  I mean, is that realistic?  

MR CAMBOURNE:  That’s the kind of thing that the market will determine in the end.

MR BAXTER:  So it’s just the market place that works those things out.

MR CAMBOURNE:  And how that product is packaged.

MR BAXTER:  Yes.

MR CAMBOURNE:  And how it’s presented to the consumer.

MR BAXTER:  Yes, fair enough, fine.  Just on the side, to some extent, I mean you’re obviously interested in the wider tourism issues here in the ACT.   I’ve not been made aware of and I don’t think there are any issues particularly that people are raising in relation to the hire car or taxi industry per se in relation to tourism, as such.  I don’t think I’ve seen a submission from you that’s covered any of the major points that are beyond this - - - 

MR CAMBOURNE:  No as I said, there is very very little information, or very very little concrete information in terms of the positioning of the taxi and hire car industry per se within the tourism industry in terms of the - there’s anecdotal evidence in terms of who uses them.  I think we need to recognise that they are very very important components of the tourism industry and that without that information it’s very hard for you to make a 

decision upon it but you do need to recognise that they perform vital services within the broader tourism industry.  Particularly in the context of business tourism which is one of our highest yield sectors and the provision of services to those customers and those visitors to Canberra need to be considered in your deliberations.

MR BAXTER:  Yes, yes, fair enough.  Anything else that you - - -

MR CAMBOURNE:  No.

MR BAXTER:  Thank you very very much, thank you.  

Just a slight change in our program for a few moments.  We welcome John Alsford.  John again if you’d just, invite you just to give your name and who you are for purposes of the record and then invite you to speak to whatever matters you want to speak to.

MR ALSFORD:  Fine, thank you.  My name is John Alsford, I own a hire car licence at present and I presently lease it.

MR BAXTER:  Thank you.

MR ALSFORD:  I will read from my written statement, you can have a copy if you like.

MR BAXTER:  Yes, please that’s fine.

MR ALSFORD:  I speak with the knowledge of the hire car industry and, however similar concerns or views, I’m sure are held by the taxi industry and in the small time I’ve been here I’ve heard some of them.  Presently there are 22 hire cars from the ACT apply in the ACT/New South Wales area and the actual utilisation of these cars is approximately 6 per cent of their time.  There are two major companies in the industry with approximately 7 to 8 cars in each plus three or four independent operating the remainder.  Consequently, competition within the industry is vigorous and fair.

The proposed changes to the regulations is not deregulation.  The ...(indistinct)...  is still a controlling body charged with administrating the industry and implementing government policy.  Your reports say that you’re deregulating but you’re not, are you?

MR MCGHIE:  No, we’re not pretending in the least that safety and all those kinds of concerns won’t continue to be regulated.  We’re talking about well it depends which part we’re talking about.  If we’re talking - essentially the deregulation of entry and, in the case of taxis deregulation of fares, your fares are already deregulated.

MR ALSFORD:  Sure, yes, it seems to be a statement that covers the deregulating industry and it’s not really, we’re not deregulating industry.  Entry to the industry through licence issue on demand and consequently there was a loss of value of licence.  We see the current licence holders in a position of financial stress having invested heavily in the industry and the unfair situation of new entries with their capital intact resulting in unfair competition.  I hope that I’m clear.  The people who have invested in this industry have put up a lot of capital and I know that’s not a concern of yours and it seems to be a concern of a few people, except the people who are involved.  But it does put people, like myself, who’ve invested really behind the eight ball.  We are now trying to run in an industry that you’ve stripped our assets from us.  

I’m sorry I keep on saying ‘you’ but you’re in front of me.  You’ve stripped off our assets from us and then you invite people into the industry at a nominal fee to compete.  Now, I’m afraid that’s not competing.  What you’re doing is creating a situation that has one side, who’s capital has gone, and the other side coming into the industry for very little and who has their capital intact.  Now, I feel that’s - you’re creating a situation that is intolerable really.  You are basically weighing against the people who are currently in the industry who have made a commitment to the industry, have worked in the industry, have supported the industry, through good and bad times.  

You’ve already mentioned that the industry will be enforcing public vehicle standard types, ages of vehicles, requirements for accreditation of drivers and requirements for appropriate insurance, including public liability.  This is a false assumption that increased licenses will result in more employment opportunities as drivers are retained on a percentage of takings.  More licenses only result in lower takings for individual cars and most probably you’ve heard that before but people in the industry call Canberra the pie.  There is only - the pie is only so big.  If you make on, taking, put slimmer and slimmer and slimmer slices from that pie, you end up with everybody is hungry. 

As for the leasing to an, licenses to an active operator.  This is what the issue of an authority would do with its proposed annual fee.  But not competing with apparent licence holders who wish to lease, but using this monopoly to undercut values by issuing new licenses on demand.  What I’m saying is that I have to compete after investing a lot of my superannuation into this, and now, through a monopoly, a user monopoly, which is the issuing authority, Urban Services, whoever, who are now competing or competing in the same market as me, you have not invested anything into the market and you are undercutting my investment like that.  

The proposed vesting of the restrictions on RHV’s so they may provide the full range of services that a full hire car licence can is flawed.  The majority of the RHV’s are either classic or ultra-luxury, purchased and operated as a special.  The age of these vehicles alone, would assure that they are not robust enough to deal with the heavy work of a current luxury or executive vehicle.  That these vehicles with not being used on a daily basis and only for specials brings up the point, why do these operators want the restrictions lifted and to whose benefit.  What I’m saying is that the RHV’s want to do all the work that the - by a normal H plates do.  And when challenged they say, no no no we don’t, we only want it for specials, weddings, formals which they already have.  And if all they want to do is for those specials, why do they require the restrictions to be lifted.  I can’t see any reason for it.  

Another category, I know and I heard you talking about one category licences.  But I’m afraid you tend to throw out the baby with the bath water.  You cannot cover with one category, well with one licence all the categories.  I’ve just heard, I’ve only been sitting for an hour and I’ve heard several different people make the same comment.  It’s very difficult to be generalised, to make a generalisation for specific places.  If RHV’s are granted a full licence based on their previous holdings of a restricted licence it would be possible to transfer that licence to a modern vehicle and must compete by self and no commitment with current H licences.  Again competition seems to be a little one sided.  For by passing any or most entry costs that would be taking advantage of current licence holders’ financial plights.  Again they have capital, we don’t.  

The Commission’s report has not shown from the lifting of quotas, there would be benefits to the broader community for increased competition and that the wider community has any desire to see these changes.  My anecdotal evidence says that you haven’t had a great deal of response from the travelling public.  Is that correct or am I only listening to people I want it to listen to?

MR BAXTER:  No, you can find on our web site the sort of, you know, sort of a limited contribution by various groups.

MR ALSFORD:  You say limited?

MR BAXTER:  Sorry?

MR ALSFORD:  A limited?

MR BAXTER:  Limited, yes, yes, yes and that’s quite public you can see that.

MR ALSFORD:  Yes.  The issuing of licences at 30 per cent of the current market value will not result in more vehicles available for lower or higher rate.  It means that current lessors are forced to accept a lower rate or withdraw the licence from the market or have it forcefully acquired by the authority who is undercutting them, because it has no value.  It’s death with a thousand bucks.  No matter which way the people who are currently in the industry, that have invested their money, you lose, you lose, you lose.  And I thought the citizens were one rather than one segment.

Because obviously I have a vested interest in this industry and the status quo and in changing the regulations would be a financial disaster for me and my family.  However, it is apparent that changes are going to be made and, therefore, I wish to offer an alternative position from one in the report, that will address, hopefully, the core issues where I retain a viable investment.  That a permanent committee comprising of taxi hire car, departmental and government members, closely looking at quotas on an annual basis.  Applicants, fees and charges, that the onus be on the applicant to show need or justification for additional licences.  To show infrastructure in place to service new licences and ordinary licences be non-transferrable.  

The annual fees for the new licences be an averaged fee charged by the private lessors which gives current unrestricted licence holders the ability to compete with the issuing authority while maintaining the market value of their licence.  This would increase revenue to government, still make it for easier financial entry into the industry, thereby retaining stability in the industry. I got carried away and said it’s a win win situation.  That’s my submission.

MR BAXTER:  Thank you, thank you very much.

MR ALSFORD:  I’d like to see what sort of reaction I’m getting.

MR BAXTER:  I think the reaction is that, you know, we’re sort of trying to take on board all the points that people are sort of marking.

MR ALSFORD:  That’s one of the things that - I am a stakeholder, I licence a hire car.  The industry had a draft report from ...(indistinct)... and then you reported the traffic law(?).

MR BAXTER:  Yes, that’s right.

MR ALSFORD:  There was absolutely no correspondence with me as a stakeholder, as a licence holder that this was going to happen or when it was going to happen or what was going to happen.  It was only through other people telling me that it was going to happen, nothing official.  I find that quite a disservice and quite discourteous that there is no formal - - - 

MR BAXTER:  The formal processes have been ones whereby there are various advertisements placed in the press, public statements made and documents sort of then put out and about and sort of advertised.

MR ALSFORD:  Documents put out and about but not to my address.

MR BAXTER:  But you’re quite right, so that we wouldn’t have written to you directly so sort of say here’s a copy of the report as such.  It’s a good point and I take that point on board actually.

MR MCGHIE:  I mean the issues paper around the report was also sent to key names that we had of people in the hire car industry so I mean there must have been some discussion within the hire car industry weeks ago that this was going on and reports were coming out.

MR ALSFORD:  I don’t really think that lets you off your responsibility as Commissioner, to let the stakeholders know what’s going on in their industry.  

MR MCGHIE:  Well, I mean it’s a matter of identifying the stakeholders, you’re saying you’re a - - - 

MR ALSFORD:  Surely you have a list of licence holders.  The registry - it’s on a database, it’s one key and you’ve got it. 

MR MCGHIE:  So far as we’re aware, it’s gone out to all those people it should’ve gone out to all those people it should’ve gone out to and gone out to all the stakeholders.  I can only apologise, as a stakeholder, you know, you didn’t get one.  But most other people in the industry did.

MR BAXTER:  It’s a good point, we’ll follow up.

MR ALSFORD:  Okay and this brings me back to my comment about asking for some sort of reaction.  I’ve had no official communicational and I’m still getting no reaction.  

MR BAXTER:  How do you mean you’re getting - - - 

MR ALSFORD:  Is there anything I said that you want to ask me a question about?  

MR BAXTER:  Yes indeed, let me just ask you several questions?  Let me just run to a couple of points.  You’re arguing that sort of at this stage, that the pie is only so big I think was the phrase that you used.

MR ALSFORD:  Yes, yes.

MR BAXTER:  Now in your experience, how long have you had a licence in the ACT?

MR ALSFORD:  Eight years.

MR BAXTER:  Eight years.  And did you operate that licence for some years before you leased it out?  What about the lease?

MR ALSFORD:  No sorry, I’ve had the licence since ’93, I operated it myself for eight years.  I’ve only been leasing out for about 18 months now.

MR BAXTER:  Sorry, I’m beg your pardon.  Okay so that’s what I was after.  Given your experience in running a hire car, I mean part of the business - did you work as an independent or with one of the groups?

MR ALSFORD:  I was part of the Canberra Hire Car Co-operative.

MR BAXTER:  Okay fine.  So you know, part of the exercise presumably was one of building up regular clients as most of your work comes via telephone bookings and so forth, is the approach we’ve heard this morning.

MR ALSFORD:  Yes.

MR BAXTER:  So presumably what happens within the industry, is that you or the group that you’re in works away in trying to build up relationships with departments or private businesses or groups who visit town on regular occasions whoever they might be?

MR ALSFORD:  Sure, yes.

MR BAXTER:  So there’s that process of trying to sort of build the business and presumably in the process trying to build the pie to some extent?

MR ALSFORD:  Of course, the more you bring in.  But we in a small way compete with the taxis.  We can’t do the large amounts of movements that they do.  But we offer a quality service and the hire of that is only for one person or one group.

MR BAXTER:  Did you see any sort of emergence of new areas of activity as part of that time you were involved?  I mean, new client groups assisting (?) from individual clients.  I mean sort of, you know, new opportunities.  We heard a little bit about tourism travel and so forth and we’re conscious that hire cars do the work.

MR ALSFORD:  After the airline pilots strike, the tourism industry in Canberra went down to nothing.  It also wiped out of the industry one whole section of the tourist industry which is the individual tourists by Asian carriers.  That stopped and it’s never returned.  Comcar no longer uses hire cars on a - what used to be, sometimes eight hours a day for each hire car.  They no longer use that.  The small amount of tourists that come into Canberra are looking for cars, taxis, they have a wide range. They have organised tours in small buses or big buses, taxis or hire cars.

Again, the pie, the things to look at within the Canberra area, is only yey big.  You can bring and you can talk to people but you’re only using - this population or the population that are coming in anyway and the population that is here.  You can expand your business, I guess, within that area but by attracting new customers to the area so they can use a hire car, no.

MR BAXTER:  You also talked about your alternative, which I jotted down some points and the rest of it, I’ll get off the transcript but it talked in terms of having a group comprising taxi and hire car and departmental people and so forth who would look at the issues, the number of licences and plates issued and what was happening to the market and a number of other things and so forth.

MR ALSFORD:  Yes sure.

MR BAXTER:  Of that nature, haven’t we had sort of similar bodies in the past?

MR ALSFORD:  Did they have any teeth?  I don’t think they did.  I think what we had was advisory bodies.  If you’re going to change things at any rate, put in place a committee that has actually some power.  That will look at the industry, that will look at the quotas, will look at rates, will look at standards, will look at a whole range of things.

MR BAXTER:  Presumably you wouldn’t want that group to be setting fares for hire cars, would you?

MR ALSFORD:  They would go through the - there is a tribunal for taxi fares I believe.

MR BAXTER:  That’s us, that’s us.

MR ALSFORD:  Yes and there is a, at the moment, regulation on the hire car fares is the market and the market really does guide the fares.  After the pilots’ strike the fares were very very low for hire cars.  They’ve only just started to come back up, not even equal to the level they were before.

MR BAXTER:  In terms of that body or whoever’s sort of making decisions on the number of plates that might be available, because I mean that’s really the issue as you said, we weren’t talking about deregulating the whole industry.  We’re only talking about getting out of the business of trying to decide what’s the right number of plates.  I mean if you gave that body teeth and you sort of had the taxi operators, the hire car operators and the departmental people.  Who gets the vote as to deciding which sort of decision you make one way or the other and how do you decide?

MR ALSFORD:  I should be asking you that question.  Because you are committee people.  How do you get any decisions through a committee?

MR BAXTER:  We’re just business people like you actually, I mean in fact, we’re not even public servants.  We’re just business people and we deal with the reality every day of you know, having to make business decisions based upon sort of, ...(indistinct)... with everything else.  And one of the difficulties that we have and this is what why we’re tying to tease this out, is that you put together another committee of the industry and the department and you finish with sort of an outcome where effectively the industry runs it and the industry by its own sort of comments today and previously, is not anxious to see changes in the numbers of plates occurring because the market’s always - the pie’s never big enough.

MR ALSFORD:  The pie will never be - - - 

MR BAXTER:  We’ve heard that argument.  I’m not suggesting it’s wrong.

MR ALSFORD:  I understand, however, I think if you dismiss having some sort of regulatory body that the hire car, each has a vote, have a chair, how it’s set up is going to be a wonderful bun fight.  But I really believe something like that should be actually set up.  To leave it really to the open market, it will not work I believe.

MR BAXTER:  So do you believe that if the open market was there, lets just deal with hire cars for the minute because it’s in one sense, easy to think about it with ...(indistinct)... .  If the open market was there you would see a large entry of new sort of players, assuming we’ve got appropriate regulation of the cars so the car can be no older than five years or something or other and that the driver’s appropriately tested and licensed and is not  a sort of a pack rapist or something of that nature, that there’d be lots of people wanting to come into the hire industry, per se, that the market will immediately collapse.  I mean, given the stories we’re hearing today about sort of the limited size of the pie et cetera et cetera.  

MR ALSFORD:  I heard a gentleman before, I’m sorry, I don’t know who it was.  Who was saying that it’s not necessarily the amount of returns, monetary returns you get from running a business, especially your own business.  But it’s the satisfaction of running a business, being the master of your own destiny, right or wrong, fail or whatever.  But if you are no longer the master of your destiny, the possibility of your life savings going down the gurgler through a stroke of a legislative act.  If you lost your money at a share market, or something like that, then I guess you’d feel philosophically, damn, but it’s, you know, it’s your own fault.  These people who are stakeholders, whatever happens to them, if you wipe them out, that’s not their fault.  It’s outside their control.  That’s not the way it works, and it shouldn’t be the way it works in this country.

MR BAXTER:  Does that mean if the government was to step in and pay some form of compensation, and I’ll just come back to what that might be in a minute.  That let’s assume you stayed in the industry, if that’s what you wanted to do, it wouldn’t worry you then?  I mean you’ve sort of got rid of that issue, in terms of sort of - - - 

MR ALSFORD:  Of compensation at the moment, I’ve leased my plate in the preparation for hopefully my coming retirement.  On my initial investment I think I get 6%, you know, not a very big percentage.  But it suited me, and it was secure.

MR BAXTER:  Yes, I understand.

MR MCGHIE:   I think we’ve covered most of the points, because we’ve spoken now to about 10 or - you know, 10 people from the hire car industry.  But let’s just get to the topic that I was discussing with the previous two people, and I didn’t get your view clearly.  You felt there was a problem about having one license for vehicles other than taxis up to nine seats, or not?  Did you not - - -

MR ALSFORD:  Sorry, the specifics I don’t remember exactly the details, I heard nine seats - - -

MR MCGHIE:  I mean, if you don’t have a view, it doesn’t matter, I just wanted to - - -

MR ALSFORD:  I have a view that you cannot paint the top of a boat and the bottom of a boat with the same paint.  You know, you can’t make a generalised license regime when you have so many different components that make up that regime.  You really must be looking at specifics, and how those specifics are grouped will be the fun.

MR MCGHIE:  Well, I mean, everybody has said that, but - I mean 
it’s - - -

MR ALSFORD:  Do you think maybe they’re right then?

MR MCGHIE:  It’s always possible.

MR ALSFORD:  But if everybody’s saying it.

MR MCGHIE:  It’s a bit like restaurants.  I mean, on the argument that everyone’s been putting forward - I mean, there as many restaurants in Canberra as there are taxis, more I suspect.  They’re all very strictly regulated in regard to safety and health and all those kinds of things which, to keep on with the analogy, will be the same with taxis and hire cars and so on, and they will also be still in regard to health and safety.

MR ALSFORD:  Did they buy their licenses off the government?

MR MCGHIE:  No no, I mean, they don’t.  That’s the point.  People can come and they can set up a Chinese restaurant, they can set up a high-level restaurant or a low-level restaurant, they can set up a Mexican restaurant - it doesn’t matter.  So long as they’re satisfying all the health and safety conditions, and they can enter the industry or leave the industry, which saves - because if they’re good business people, and they’ve done their budgets and all the rest of it, they’ll have a fair idea that they should do quite well, if they haven’t done them - well, they’ll go out.

Now I really can’t see the difference when we come to why everybody wants to be sure that they’ve got the four wheel drive Eco tour in the Brindabellas with a license separate from the eight to nine seater Tarago that takes people on tours around the wineries, as different from the hire cars.  I mean, the public out there which is you know, essentially the  concern of the Commission, they’re people - you know, they’re going to make their choice on what the vehicle is and what it purports to do for them.  They don’t have any idea what the license is that the vehicle’s got.

MR ALSFORD:  And neither should they.  It should be transparent.  Sorry, I don’t see your point.

MR MCGHIE:  Well, I mean, that is my point.  Why is there any problem in only having one license?  I mean, it is transparent in what people are doing.

MR ALSFORD:  Yes, but you go back to your analogy of restaurants, so you’re saying that a wayside hot dog stand has the same rights and same licence requirements as a restaurant.  You’re saying that the Food and Wine Frolic - if they’re still going - has the same recognizance.  They are specifically doing transportation, but they are also specifically doing certain types of transportation.  One is more leisurely, one is more spectacular - the RHVs, the Cadillacs and the Rolls Royces, somebody who wants to go on a quick trip.  They all specifically are still transporting these people, the bottom line, but you’re giving a different service to each category.  It seems to me that you’re trying to equate oranges and apples.  I mean, the old cliché, you know, they’re both round but that’s about it.

MR MCGHIE:  Look, they can all still do what they like, whether it’s a nature amble or the four wheel drive or whatever.

MR ALSFORD:  No, I don’t think my limousine would go up into the bush.

MR MCGHIE:  It doesn’t need to.

MR ALSFORD:  But you’re saying that a land rover can do what a limo does, but a limo can’t do what a land rover does.

MR MCGHIE:  No no.  All I’m saying is that we have one category.  What people do within the category is entirely up to them.  Why shouldn’t there only be one category?

MR ALSFORD:  I’ve given you my reasons.  Why should there be one category?  I’m sorry, what you’re saying doesn’t really convince me that - you seem to be losing sight that there are specialised areas within this 

industry, the public vehicle industry if you wish.

MR MCGHIE:  Yes.  

MR BAXTER:  Anything else that you might want to add at this point?

MR ALSFORD:  At this point, no.

MR BAXTER:  Thank you very much.

Good.  Again, I’ll have you introduce yourselves for the record, so that the - and then it’s over to you.

MR FILEWOOD:  Thank you, Commissioners, ladies and gentlemen.  My name is Richard Filewood, I am a consultant to and advocate for Queanbeyan Taxi Co-operative Ltd, on my right is Mr Peter Murdoch, who is the chairman of the board of Queanbeyan Taxi Co-operative Ltd.

Our intention this afternoon is to discuss with you issues that quite obviously within your draft report significantly impact upon Queanbeyan Taxis, but we are also prepared to discuss, you know, broader issues at length with you.  I am a consultant to the taxi industry, the Taxi Council in New South Wales and the New South Wales Taxi Industry Association and advocate for the Country Taxi Operators Association of New South Wales, who will be making a separate submission to you as well because of the impact on taxi operations in New South Wales of your recommendations.  And I have both a public transport background both as a service provider and as a regulator.

Queanbeyan Taxis has been a stakeholder of the National Competition Policy process in the ACT since its outset.  We have made submissions previously to the Freehills Study, to your Commission, and also to the regulator at the time when they called expressions of interest for the provision of additional taxi networks in the ACT.  And why is that?  Well, as we’ve alluded to you in the past, Queanbeyan itself cannot be excluded from a consideration of public transport generally and taxis in particular within the ACT region.  As we pointed out in the past, Queanbeyan itself is nearer the city than some Canberra suburbs, it is certainly nearer Canberra airport than most.

It is not just a country town that happens to be across the border, but it is indeed part of the cohesive and vibrant community that we call the ACT even though there is a state border between us.  And most importantly, there is a significant amount of public transport that is carried on between the two locations.  And at the moment, of course, that means cross-border issues.

Queanbeyan taxis advocated very early in the piece that there be a cross-border taxi region established.  The reason for that was really twofold:  first of all, the public interest.  With the large number of public transport journeys not only by taxi but by bus as well, and hire care between the two localities, it is obvious that the services provided to the community must be as seamless as possible.

Perhaps more importantly, however, is the fact that at the moment there are two regulatory jurisdictions.  Although they are ignored at all times.  For example, the New South Wales Passenger Transport Act at the moment says that it is an offence to carry on a journey in New South Wales wholly or partly unless in the case of a taxi, the operator is accredited, the vehicle is licensed in New South Wales, and the driver holds a New South Wales driver authority.

For a person who catches a taxi at Canberra Airport for a journey to Queanbeyan it would be quite a nonsense to have that person tipped out at the state border and transferred to another taxi, and, of course, the reverse applies with similar legislation in the ACT.  It is also fair to say that Queanbeyan Taxis not only have in fact, regularly crossed the boarder in the normal carriage of their business, in an environment that the public expects, but from time to time there have been other journeys carried out within the ACT, for a variety of reasons.  

So Queanbeyan Taxi was pleased that the Commission embraced the concept of a cross border taxi region.  There are other places where a similar concept has been embraced.  Although not formally yet stated, Tweed Heads Coolangatta has been discussing the concept of a cross border region for some decade now.  And there are many similarities.  Coolangatta Airport is the airport servicing far north New South Wales. Tweed Heads and Coolangatta are virtually one community in the same way that Canberra and Queanbeyan is.  And so we have Echuca Moama and we have Albury Wodonga where cross border operations are starting to be embraced.  

So it is a very worthwhile and sensible direction and we continue to support it in theory.  The great difficulty that the Commission has now presented to Queanbeyan Taxis, of course, is that whilst a cross border region and operation can be sustained when the regulatory environments are similar, even if there are minor price disparities and different regulatory bodies per se, but what is not sustainable is a cross border taxi region where taxis remain regulated and fares remain regulated in Queanbeyan but both of those had become deregulated in the ACT.  

And we would ask the Commission to be particularly mindful of the devastating effect it would have on the value of Queanbeyan Taxis that are not part of your review, were you to (a) deregulate taxis in the ACT and convince this jurisdiction to continue with the notion of a cross border region.  Who would, for example, buy a Queanbeyan Taxi for a price similar to that of the ACT at this time, only to see the competing taxi operators can pick up an annual licence fee in the ACT, yet in the concept of a cross border, operate in main street Queanbeyan.  You would appreciate that that would not be a tenable situation.  

Certainly we presume also that the Commission would not expect that its review of the ACT would naturally flow on to a similar adoption of such strategies in other jurisdictions, particularly New South Wales and Victoria.  So there is two critical reasons why, in fact, the draft report has caused concern.  

So what are the key issues.  First and foremost, the key issues are the impact as I have said of ACT deregulation on Queanbeyan Taxis.  And in that regard I’m talking about investment by operators, the long term expectation that they have had, the National Competition Policy Review in New South Wales through IPART and the embracing of those outcomes only to be significantly impacted potentially by your review - even though you are a different jurisdiction, the impact is quite evident.  

The impact of deregulation as I’ve said on the concept of cross border operations.  The industry believes, certainly from Queanbeyan that it is in the public interest to have a cross border region as we’ve said in our written submissions and I’ve just reinforced.  But Queanbeyan, quite obviously, would now be obliged to take a very strong and positive step to preclude that from happening if that step in the public interest would be too detrimental to the business activities of those present operators.

I would like to talk to you in some detail about your theory of deregulation and competition.  I do think it is important that the perspective of the taxi industry be highlighted to you.  I would also like to emphasise to you that you’re not just dealing with the business of taxi operators.  A taxi operates two businesses.  Those of the driver and those of the operator.  It may be fairly argued that the responsibility of the taxi operator is as a service provider to the taxi driver industry.  The taxi operator offers for bailment a taxi.  The taxi driver carries on their business with a bailed taxi vehicle and I invite, again the Commission’s attention to the 1997 ruling of the Federal Court of Australia which clearly ruled that in fact, taxi drivers are not employees.  

Indeed the Federal Court Hill J, for your records said this, in part of his judgement 

“Thus in no case is it correct to say that any of the applicants pay amounts to persons who are employees as such when payments are made to drivers.  On the contrary, each of the drivers with which the present applications are concerned carries on his or her own business rather than being a person engaged as an employee in the business of the applicants.”

That was Deluxe Red and Yellow Cabs Co-operative Trading Society Limited & Ors v The Commissioner for Taxation, 28 August 1997.  

It also leads to the fact that if a taxi driver is carrying on their business what is the passion with requiring more than one network in the ACT .  We think it is important for you to appreciate that, in fact, dividing networks to create others does not in itself imply an improvement in services or indeed competition.  We don’t think that it is merely coincidence that the only place in New South Wales, for example, where there is more than one network is, in fact, Sydney metropolitan area itself.  Newcastle, 300,000 people one network.  The Central Coast, 300,000 people one network.  Similarly, Wollongong and every country regional centre has only one taxi network.  

It is because in fact that the industry, in order to provide good service to its clients, form together as either companies or co-operatives, so that they could, in fact, provide effective booking services.  And it is only more recent times that regulators have seen the need to use the co-operative as a tool for trying to regulate poor service normally by drivers in the taxi industry.  

Your recent experience in the ACT has demonstrated that if you do not have critical mass then a second network or further networks cannot be sustained.  It might be fair to even say that in Sydney metropolitan area, even though there are several co-operatives who have formed into fewer networks and booking services, to a degree it is like a cross border region in itself, on a grander scale.  For example, when you hear of Manly Cabs, Western District Cabs, St George Cabs, these are all taxi networks that were established geographically.  And whilst there is the transport district of Sydney metropolitan area, these taxi networks still work principally on a geographical basis.  

So really, Sydney metropolitan area with more than one network has not been created in that way for any competitive reason, or anti-competitive reason, but rather it is a natural evolvment of how the taxi industry itself has found it necessary to support the public interest.  Yet that hasn’t been sustained anywhere else in New South Wales.  And I think you would have similar experiences were you to review other states and territories.

I would like to talk a little bit later about fares, but suffice to say at this stage, the fare paid by the fact, the passenger, has got to be the source of several things.  It must cover the efficient cost of the operator, but similarly it must cover the efficient cost of the driver.  It must provide a responsible rate of return.  It must fund the whole industry itself.  The more and more the regulator places demand upon the industry, then the cost of that regulations, self regulation, co-regulation and indeed, just industry representation in all its context, can only be funded by the fare box, because that is the only source of revenue that the taxi industry has.  

New South Wales IPART recently, when it released its Issues Paper for the Review of Taxi Fares did, in fact, say that the regulated fare must indeed cover efficient costs and provide a rate of return.  It is not appropriate for the taxi industry to demean itself, not to be demeaned by others, with regard to the fact that it is a business and it is entitled to in fact carry on under normal business principles.

Fair regulation, with regard to your vision for it, or that which we have assumed to be your regulation for it.  The first question obviously must be de-regulation by whom?  At the moment, there is one network in the ACT.  Is it your intention that every taxi operator, or indeed every driver, be entitled to set their fare, either on an annual basis or on a shift basis by a driver?  Is it your intention that there could potentially be some 230 separate fares prevailing at any one time in the industry in the ACT?  How does the consumer decide which service provider to buy?  Have you a concept that people, particularly pensioners, who use taxis, may be charged $20 for a one-way journey, and say $30 to come back, and they will complain because they think they’ve been ripped off?  

It’s not good enough for the industry to say fares are now de-regulated.  In fact, I think it’s fair to say that the taxi industry has been regulated since horse-drawn hackney cabs plied the streets of London 150 years ago.  1846 was the hackney cab regulations, and surely, the taxi industry today which is providing a good service, which really has very little complaint against the services that it does provide, the volume of journeys per year, very little complaint, is that in fact not a product of 150 years of regulation, and it begs the question, why seek to de-regulate?

Queanbeyan Taxis, talking of fares, in order to be a fair competitor with those in Canberra have not in fact the applied the last three fare increases that have been approved in New South Wales.  They have done that regardless of the increase of costs to their industry, similar to those in the ACT.  That is a demonstration of the Queanbeyan Taxi Co-operative’s commitment to providing equity in taxi travel within this general region.  You will lose that if every taxi driver can set their own fare.

Do you have a vision that somebody who knows that their journey is going to be 20 kilometres will walk along a taxi rank asking how much the fare will be?  It is interesting that those who support de-regulation of fares will hold up, for example, the New Zealand experience as being a benefit.  Yet the taxi industry will hold up that same experience as a demonstration of why it does not work.  Last week, in Townsville, was the Australian Taxi Industry Association Conference.  There was a guest speaker from New Zealand at it, from Christchurch.  

Before de-regulation in Christchurch there was some 300 taxis.  Now, they assess there to be some 800 taxis in Christchurch.  They don’t know exactly.  The industry doesn’t know, the regulator doesn’t know, because people come in and out all the time.  Flag falls vary from $1-something to $4-something.  Kilometre distances vary from $1-something to $4-something.  So how on earth can somebody assess which taxi to use when trying to establish where they’re going in what is presumed to be a contribution to the public interest of devaluing taxi fares?


In the last four months I’ve been to Darwin on four occasions, where there is now evidence of what deregulation of the taxi industry in Australia really looks like.  People can delude themselves to the fact that it’s of good value, but as a taxi user I can say to you that taxis in Darwin have not fared well from its deregulation.  Whilst the older traditional networks are still trying to form well, it doesn’t help when Harry’s Cab and Fred’s Taxi line up at the taxi rank and seek to gain benefit from people who need a taxi then.  Standards have diminished, standards are not consistent, and I’d like to talk about that in a little bit as well.

The question was asked of the Commission to other speakers today “Why pay the price for a taxi license?”  I think it is fair to give you some answers at least.  Firstly, it does buy a job.  Many people, particularly those who are retiring from their first work experience have the capacity to buy a taxi license, they don’t have the capacity to compete on the open job market any more.  It buys them a job.

There is some expectation that if I invest in the taxi industry today, and I sell it in the future, I will indeed get capital gain.  There is nothing wrong with that.  To some people, they see it as a compulsory saving, without taking a gamble on the stock market.  To others, it is a way of retaining a business interest after retirement when they decide not to actually operate a taxi themselves, they are still able to keep that asset, lease it to others and it be retained as an asset in the family business.

I would also like to highlight for you that ACT license fees by comparison to other places in Australia are not high.  For example, were you to look at advertisements for taxi cabs on the Gold Coast, you would see that the asking price is some $450,000 for a license.  There, they lease for $700 to $800 a week.  Likewise, Coff’s Harbour, Port Macquarie, New South Wales Central Coast.  $300,000 to $400,000 for taxi licenses.  And in fact, a similar price in Queanbeyan to that of the ACT demonstrates that there is nothing fundamentally flawed with the price of taxis in the ACT that should have a material attack made upon it.

The question was also asked about network fees, why are they so high, why are they escalating?  The cost of technology, computer dispatch systems, global positioning systems, cameras, voice recognition - a whole range of technology is being introduced into the taxi industry on its own initiative in the public interest to provide a better service to the public.  They need to be funded.  We know that Canberra Cabs, even though they are a notional competitor of Queanbeyan, are doing their best to be as far forward - if not on the leading edge - of technology in the taxi industry, and I’ve heard this afternoon comment that they are looking to upgrade their computer dispatch systems yet again.

It is an experience particularly in New South Wales and further particularly in Sydney where because of such enormous cost of providing these systems, there is a need for taxi co-operatives to join together.  The cost of providing the infra-structure demanded of modern technology is such that the larger number of taxis that can cover and share in that cost, the better.  Queanbeyan taxis sees that the ACT, Canberra Cabs, is trying to provide leading edge technology or well forward technology, but only have that 230 odd taxis to do so.  Combined communications network in Sydney operate 4,000 taxis.

Taxi fares.  Taxi fares certainly need to be value for money.  They also need to be affordable.  But the taxi industry, gentlemen, does not receive government funding, it does not receive deficit subsidies, nor is it part of the welfare state.  The taxi industry relies upon an effective fare scale that meets as I said the efficient cost of the industry and provides a reasonable rate of return to both the businesses working that taxi cab.

Accessibility was mentioned also this afternoon, and I’d like to make a couple of comments on that.  People with disabilities, Queanbeyan Taxis believe, do have the equal right of access to taxi cab services as do able-bodied people.  Nation-wide, the Minister of Transport generally have agreed that ten percent of a taxi cab fleet would meet the requirements of people with disabilities were they to be wheelchair accessible.  Queanbeyan Taxis supports that notion.  With respect to the previous speakers we don’t think it is appropriate to put people on to accessible buses who require access to taxi cabs.  Buses are designed to run on regular routes and timetables.  Taxi cab services are personal public transport offering door to door services as required.

What is interesting of course, is that the majority of wheelchair accessible taxi licences these days are taken up by vehicles that are also maxi cabs.  Which makes them a genuine multi modal vehicle.  And with regard to in fact, the number of people that can be carried in a taxi, it is one of those threats to the taxi industry that there is now a grey area between what is a maxi taxi and what is a mini bus.  In New South Wales for example where Queanbeyan is experiencing, an ordinary taxi must be able to seat between four and eleven passengers, even thought the average taxi cab is obviously only a car or a station wagon.  A maxi taxi can carry six or more with the more, the upper limit not being defined.  Therefore you already see there is an overlap between even taxis and maxi taxis.  Buses as was mentioned, carry nine or more.

In New South Wales the only licenses are those that are issued to taxi cabs and private hire vehicles.  It is not appropriate that the words accreditation, licence and regulation be interchangeable, they are not.  And it begs the question, why a licence?  Surely the purpose of a licence is to regulate entry into the industry, with regard to quantity.  Otherwise, accreditation standards only would be adequate.  I therefore could not understand the direction of the Commission with regard to extending licensing to tourist type vehicles.  Why issue a licence for them at all if their purpose is to offer a level of public passenger service for which accreditation only will suffice.  Is it not therefore appropriate, that indeed licensing which went back as I said, to 1846 to my research in the UK, be limited to taxis and hire cars.

The taxi industry is both heavily regulated and highly competitive.  The taxi industry, if there is only one network, is not a monopoly.  The reason for that is quite clear.  It is because in fact taxi drivers are the business people who provide the taxi service.  The value of the co-operative or the booking service is to maximise the potential for communication with the public.  That is why the network and the booking service was established.  

But the taxi industry itself, is made up of the endeavour in the ACT, of hundreds, and in Australia, thousands of individual small business persons who do, upheld by the judgement of the Federal Court, carry on their own business.  I suppose it’s fair to say the taxi industry does know where you’re coming from.  The Commonwealth and States competition principals agreement is based on the presumption that active competition enhances consumer choice.  This therefore puts pressure on suppliers of goods and services to improve their product, control their costs and develop new products, and of course there are many environments where this holds good.  The taxi industry is not one of them.

There is a natural level of demand for most goods and services by the community.  The taxi industry is no exception.  What people have tried to say to you today, is that there is a cake that is only of a certain size.  That is the level of demand for taxi services and at the moment generally, Australia wide, taxi supply and demand are balanced.  In Christchurch that I spoke to you, it is unbalanced.

If supply increases and market demand does not increase along with it, then ultimately consumer choice will restore the natural level of supply against that demand.  Why?  Because some will go broke trying to keep up in the effective competitive market environment and that is because consumers can apply their freedom of choice in most environments at the time of purchase and I would even take that down to the hire car industry.  Certainly the retail market and the Commissioner’s talked today, in particular about restaurants.  

Restaurants are not taxi cabs, unlike other retail outlets, there is no real opportunity for product selection in the taxi industry.  This is because the hirer cannot in any meaningful way exercise freedom of choice at the time of hiring a taxi cab.  I walked the Kingston block last night before finally deciding on a restaurant.  I don’t have the opportunity when calling a cab to the airport to keep sending away taxi cabs that don’t meet my expectation, for whatever that expectation might be.

The whole value of regulation of the taxi industry is to ensure that on every single occasion, every single hirer gets what the regulator says is appropriate in the public interest.  If you allow too many taxi cabs then what will happen is that some will go broke.  Some will survive, but in going broke, service levels will diminish as people try and keep their costs down.  They’ll try and hide back the amount of commission to drivers.  They’ll go another 5000 kilometres on their tyres, they’ll miss a service.  All of these things that the public do not expect 

And it is well and good to say that we will have accreditation standards.  Yes, that is like getting your drivers licence, you jump the hoop, you pass the test, you get accredited.  What must then follow, is an enforcement regulatory, an enforcement regime that keeps those standards maintained.  I put it to you that at this stage, I have not seen in the past, I don’t envisage in the future, the ACT jurisdiction having the capability to effectively regulate and enforce moment by moment, hour by hour, day by day, every taxi cab out there on the street.

Therefore, if quality and quantity are not both regulated then it is the public interest that suffers.  That is why Queanbeyan cabs strongly supports the maintenance of regulation of quality and regulation of quantity, in the ACT taxi industry.  Not only because it impacts upon Queanbeyan itself, but also because it impacts upon the whole national taxi industry.  

There are many threats to the taxi industry.  When taxi operators tell you that they’re not returning today the income at the rate they returned some years ago, it’s for several quite clear reasons.  Community transport has continued to encroach on traditional taxi business.  I’m not saying it’s right or wrong but it is a fact.  Courtesy buses, from everything from car yards to licensed clubs provide courtesy buses that impact upon traditional taxi business.

There is less regulation of the hire car industry generally, charter buses are becoming prevalent.  As I’ve said there is a grey area between what is maxi taxi and what is a mini bus and shuttle services now run in many jurisdictions in an uncontrolled environment.  There is capacity to regulate the taxi industry, as I said, I’ve been a regulator myself.  But regulation must be in the public interest.  The product of regulation does need to be justified which is the fundamental tenant of the National Competition Policy Review.

We say, that that regulation does serve the public interest.  Why therefore would the industry itself want to be regulated.  Isn’t it un-Australian, to be regulated.  The industry sees the benefit of it and with respect it is not just protecting the investments that many have made in it - but for heavens sake they are entitled to do that - but it is because the industry itself sees that regulation is in fact the way taxi industry should go forward.  Accreditation gets people into the industry.  Licensing is to provide a commodity where there is some justifiable reason for licensing.  And regulation is the way of maintaining the regulatory environment, the accreditation.  As I said before, they are not interchangeable terms.

Deregulation of fares, as I have emphasised, only works where freedom of choice can be exercised.  So does standards of product, and indeed so does standards of quantity.  Nobody cares if restaurateurs go broke, other than perhaps them.  Nobody cares if a fish and chip shop shuts down.  Nobody cares if a dress shop goes broke.  But if the taxi industry stumbles because it is not able to maintain an effective level of superior customer service based upon the common sense tenets of balancing supply with demand and balancing fares which everybody understands they will pay for their outward and return journey, then the community does care.  The community will care if the taxi industry becomes unviable.  

I’m sure you’ve heard many submissions today and many written submissions of genuine concerns by people from the taxi industry.  Some have been emotive, and that is because it is an emotional issue to the taxi industry.  And the emotion, of course, comes from people who have made genuine investments with an expectation that when they invested in that industry, it would be for the long term, and the regulatory environment that has taken place over the last 150 years would continue to support them in their industry during the life of their license and they’d have something to pass on to their kids.

The taxi industry is coming to grips with supply against demand.  It’s easy to find out where supply is inadequate, people complain.  Principally to the regulator.  If not to the regulator to the service provider, and most service providers have obligations to advise the regulator of indeed the level of complaints to them and how they’ve managed those complaints.  I suggest to you that the level of complaints in Canberra is low.

Where there are places where there is oversupply the taxi industry itself is embracing that.  There are now many examples where co-operatives have formed together to buy out taxi operators by ballot, and then put those license plates on hold and not operate them so that there is a reasonable level of service against the demand demonstrated.

It is not good for the industry if people cannot make a living.  My opening remarks were in fact the same as now, sir, my closing remarks.  The taxi industry is a business comprising two levels - operators, and drivers.  The industry should not demean itself, but more importantly, it should not be demeaned by others.  It is an industry that provides a critical community service, but it is not part of the welfare state, it does not receive government funding, it does not receive price subsidy.

The capacity of the industry to sustain itself in most jurisdictions, and particularly yours here in the ACT is in your hands and the hands of the government who choose to accept your recommendations or otherwise.  Queanbeyan Taxis thanks you for the opportunity of making this submission, and in particular we would ask you to again understand and appreciate that what you might be recommending with regard to the ACT for what you think is for the good order of the taxi industry in the ACT will have significant impact upon the taxi industry in Queanbeyan and also fair to say other small taxi operators on the periphery of the Capital Territory, such as Murrumbateman, Bungendore and maybe as far away as Yass.

We support a cross-border taxi region, it is not sustainable if the regulatory environment in the two jurisdictions make it untenable.  Thank you very much indeed, sir, and we’d be pleased to answer any questions you might have.

MR BAXTER:  Good, thank you, Mr Filewood.  In your presentation you touched upon the fact that the fares should cover the efficient cost of the operator and the driver, provided a responsible or reasonable I think - I’ll just get your exact word - rate of return and also cover the costs of the whole industry, and the point you were making was sort of various costs that sort of arise within the whole industry.  

Now, it’s interesting you should make this point.  The point’s been made to us on a few occasions that sort of - the fares don’t have to have in them, a return on the investment, because ultimately people are buying into the industry and they’re going to get their money back at the end of the day.  

MR FILEWOOD:  I don’t think anybody would buy into any business if all they’re going to do is get their money back in ten year’s time.  Would they not in fact leave their money in the bank, gain the interest and have the capital plus interest at the end of the ten years?

The costs of the taxi industry need to be thoroughly explored.  The taxi operator, of course, is the person who puts the taxi vehicle on the road - as I suggested to you, they are supplier to the taxi driver industry.  The taxi operator is not there for the purpose, I suppose, of breaking even.  Now, whether you translate the return into a fair wage for the operator, or whether you say because they’re not driving themselves - and I’m looking at that shift where they’re not driving - that in fact the return is a return on that investment, you know, it doesn’t really matter which way you look at it.  But I suppose when you look at the taxi driver, it’s too simplistic to say “Well this driver is on a commission, for every dollar they take 50 cents goes to the operator 50 cents goes to the driver.”

What should be seen, really is that form the fare, the total fare itself goes to the driver.  It’s the driver that’s out there working the taxi business.  From that revenue source - and it’s the only revenue source in the taxi industry - the driver has got to do certain things.  They’re entitled to pay themselves a wage, and when I see that the last sort of living wage case is now $486 a week with the $18 recent increase announced, what does a taxi driver for their many hours a day - as was highlighted to you a short while ago - get for their labour? 


Then the taxi driver has got to meet their costs, which include paying the bailment fee under which every arrangement the bailment is.  Plus all those other costs the driver may or may not have, such as cleaning of the vehicle, refuelling if that is the arrangement.  So the driver has got to make a living out of it, and I suggest to you respectively that when you’re looking at allocating - you know, the final fare, you’ve got to say “What should the driver take home after they’ve paid all of their costs?”

And then you’ve got to move to the operator, and you’ve got to say “Well, if the role of the operator is to provide the taxi cab for the driver, what is the operator entitled to make out of it?”  If they’ve made a quarter of a million dollar, or fifty thousand, or five hundred thousand dollar investment - and that is the scale of taxis in Australia - then they’re entitled to get an income from that.  The only income they get is the bailment fee paid by the driver.  And from that, they have to not only sustain their own business, and that business of course is their taxi cab, they then have to sustain the network, and you’re challenging the network fees.

And not only does it end there.  They then have to sustain the full cost of the industry.  And in New South Wales, for example, if government expects to talk to the industry body, that industry body needs to be funded.  Where do they get their Chief Executives from?  They have to be paid for.  Where does the money come from?  It comes from the taxi operator who’s paid their fees to the subscribing networks of the taxi council.  Where does the operator get their money from?  It’s from the bailment fee paid by the driver.  Where does the driver get their money from?  It comes from the fare box.  Therefore, the whole industry is propped up in every regard by the fare.  

The fare has to be affordable, but it’s got to be reasonable to fund the taxi industry, and sometimes, we look at it too narrowly.  We say “Oh well, what is it worth to go five kilometres down the road?  What is a fare between Canberra Airport and Civic really worth?”  No.  What you’ve got to say is, “What should the person pay in order to thoroughly fund the whole taxi industry?”  Because to all intents and purposes, advertising, training programs and so on excluded, it is the fare box that is the source of income to the whole industry.

MR  BAXTER:  The - I think you also mentioned that - you know, what was the intention under the deregulated arrangement we were talking about, that is, should every taxi operate and set their own fares.  Of course, we actually did talk about that - I mean, we actually talked about the possibility of being two fare changes during the year, there’d be a reporting process and the relevant taxis could display those fares on the vehicle, so there would be that sort of process actually occurring.  You said something on it, and commented to what extent do sort of people really want to you know, pick and chose.  Now, let me ask a question of you.  In anything that you do, anywhere, if you get bad service, do you go back to them a second time?

MR FILEWOOD:  You don’t, generally, and that was a critical point that I was trying to make to you, that you can be - in most purchases of goods and services - very selective about whether you buy it in the first place or whether you return to it.  The taxi industry is not like that.  

If you need a taxi, and you’ve got an hour before your flight from here to the airport, who would expect the ordinary businessperson to go to the first taxi, establish how far it is, compare their fare scale to the cost to the airport, then the next then the next then the next, and then say “No, I think the first cab was the best deal” - and you go back, and you find it gone.  And you start the process again.  It’s just - it doesn’t make sense.  Or do you in fact say, “Oh well, I’ve got to take the first cab because that’s the common sense thing to do, regardless of what that taxi’s fare scale is.”

And generally, even if there’s only $230 odd cabs in Canberra, the chances of you being able to buy that taxi again are remote.  You know, it is compulsive buying, a taxi - you want it when you want it.  You don’t start the process of selection at the time you want the taxi cab.  And that’s the argument even on a taxi rank, stand in the street and try and hail a taxi, or call the booking service - and what do you do if I was to ring Canberra Cabs in an environment where the fares are deregulated?  How do I, through the booking service which has a service level agreement currently with the regulator, able to convey to the person who is inquiring what the fares are going to be.  If they’re not consistent across them all, through either regulation or collusion, how do I know?  Do I say send me the cheapest cab?

MR BAXTER:  The intention of course does not necessarily be that every taxi will have a different fare.  In effect, sort of, you know, there might be a number who group together sort of to actually have the similar fare, so I ring Canberra Taxis or Fred Nerk’s Taxis, it doesn’t matter, and opt to sort of take that one.  But would that market be any different than the other market, where you’d make the sort of choice?  I mean surely, if you’re new into town, yes you walk in the first shop or the first taxi and whatever and you sort of take whatever was offered, but if you get bad ham sandwiches the first time around, you never go back to that shop again.

MR FILEWOOD:  Look, I can understand the point.  If there was at Canberra Airport, a sign that said “Civic from Canberra Airport, Canberra Cabs $5, Black and White $4, Red Top $4.50” then I’m going to stand at the taxi rank along with those other 200 people who’ve just come off the same plane, you know, waiting for the red one.  

The point is though, that in fact we do not believe that the regulator should impose upon the industry how the industry decides to form itself into organisations.  It doesn’t happen anywhere else, the attempt to do it in the ACT seems to have been unsuccessful.  If 230 taxi operators want to form a co-operative, then how on earth do you think you are going to drive it apart, and for the purpose of having a differential fare scale, if that’s the intent, when really a) they don’t want to, and b) all you’re doing is dividing the number of taxis that are available between two sources of supply which others would argue will diminish service delivery, not improve it, all for the benefit of trying to separate out now 1, 2 or 3 fare scales.

If you think that each network is going to have a standard fare scale, and there are two networks across the 230-odd licenses in the ACT, then frankly what’s the difference between one fare scale and two fare scales?  Is it really going to make a difference?  Queanbeyan has just demonstrated to you how they’ve held down the last three fare increases that they could have applied, to be competitive.  And if you go rock-bottom in your fares to get ‘the fare’, then at the end of the day you don’t have the money to cover the costs that are going to maintain the industry in the manner and to the standard the public expects.

MR BAXTER:  Let me put it around to you the other way.  The Commission has not sought to propose that there be 1, 2 or a dozen sort of networks, and in fact if everybody wants to stay in the same network, the Commission has no problems with that at all.  What the Commission in actual fact has done in this report has proposed that the government withdraw itself from the situation where it has to make a decision almost every second week it seems of late, but certainly on one or two regular occasions as to how many taxi plates should be in the market, or whether more should be introduced. 

And indeed, they come under pressure from various groups to issue more plates, and other groups to not issue more plates.  But what the Commission has effectively said is that sort of government stand aside from that, and let the market determine if they all want to stay together in Aerial or in Queanbeyan Cabs or whatever - so be it.

MR FILEWOOD:  Well what I would say probably is, with respect therefore, if there is no expectation that deregulation means more licenses, why does the draft report suggest that there be further licenses issued over the next three years?  Why not let market forces determine?  In other words, if there is an intention or a proposal to apply a fixed number of extra licenses, I call that regulation.  You have a vision of a certain need.  

You say yourselves that you don’t know what that measure is, now some have argued that a yardstick is one taxi per thousand, that works in some places, doesn’t work in others.  It’s certainly not even a rule of thumb, perhaps.

I would suggest to you that with the number of taxis in the ACT at the moment against the population, I don’t think it’s far too much off the average, off the mark.  But where within sort of the philosophy of deregulating the market, deregulating fares, does your vision of another 15 I think it is licenses per year fit in?  You’ve obviously seeking to set a level.

MR BAXTER:  I think again if you read that part of the report, and if it’s not clear I’ll make sure it is, that what we’re doing is that we’re sort of saying that 15 could be made available, if people want to take them they can.  If they don’t want them, they don’t have to have them.  All we’re doing is doing as part of the phasing arrangement over a period of time.  If there’s no demand there for them, they’re just available.  I mean, alternatively, maybe the better approach for us to adopt would be to sort of say well, instead of having a phase-in, have just a sort of a complete change,  removal of one system to another.

MR FILEWOOD:  I think rather than - - -

MR BAXTER:  There’s no intention - sorry, I’m just finishing.  

MR FILEWOOD:  No no.

MR BAXTER:  There’s no intention to sort of actually suggest what the number should be, because I agree with you, I don’t know.

MR FILEWOOD:  I think what the industry as a whole is trying to say to you is, and I say this with respect, some might think that you were playing with the theory of regulation.  What you’re really doing is playing with an industry that has many lives involved in it, much investment made in it, something that is as I said very emotional.  And whilst it’s good enough to say perhaps maybe 15 people will take up those licenses as a punt, and if it doesn’t work they’ll get out and maybe another 15 will come along to give it another go thinking they can do better than the first 15, the impact upon those in the industry is going to be significant.

And I think, you know, this is not just the issue of rationalism, but there is a human side to it that the industry is in fact trying to convey to you.  And the industry sir, believe it or not, is committed to giving good customer service.  It wouldn’t like to think that the regulator is the person who precludes them from doing that.

MR BAXTER:  I don’t think anybody’s suggesting that you wouldn’t give good customer service in any circumstance, but let me just cut to the chase here:  would the solution be a form of compensation which then sort of addresses the issue of this harm that is claimed will be occurring to the individuals who make up the industry, and I don’t deny that sort of - you know, that change does mean that there is - - - 

MR FILEWOOD:   I certainly don’t propose to answer that comment as a spokesperson for Canberra Cabs, the ones who are impacted, so I’ll make that point first if I may.  Nor indeed without consultation from Queanbeyan Cabs, but let me just say this.  

Where it has been discussed before, it is been seen as a safety net when all else has failed.  When every good argument for  maintaining regulation has been fought and lost, at the end of the day if we’re going, then we’re entitled to go gracefully with dignity and with a fair reimbursement for the investment we’ve made in the industry and I think that was the comment that you were getting earlier on this afternoon.  

And with fairness that’s what happened in the ACT, broadly speaking.  Where the reimbursement to the individual operators was reasonably consistent with their investments in the industry.  The concept that because 10 years ago, somebody paid 260 and they might have leased their plate for $26,000 a year, thereafter, that really they’ve got their money back, is not a fair approach to adequate compensation.  

But the industry I believe - broadly speaking and certainly not specifically Canberra Cabs, I emphasise.  The industry broadly speaking, is not jumping into bed with governments and commissions, tribunals and regulators, to get a lump sum payment and enter into a deregulated environment.  That is the fail safety net position that the taxi industry would say.  

If you’re going to give us a kicking and you’re going to throw us out, destroy the concept of an investment, destroy the concept of superannuation, destroy the concept of something I can own in retirement, destroy the concept of having something I can give to my kids, and bear in mind a lot of taxi operators today own taxis because their fathers gave them one.  A lot of those taxis were given to returned soldiers after the war, to give them a job, to buy a job for them.  That’s why people are still buying a job today and if you do all of that, then let them out gracefully and with dignity with the full value of their licence.

I think that to become more specific now with some of the amounts of money you’ve conceived as reimbursement to people who have made a profound investment in their industry, you would understand why they would probably use the word insulting.

MR MCGHIE:  To put it around the other way,  what really the Commission is being asked and the same in all the other states, is that governments should keep a fixed number of taxis out there to preserve the capital value of the cab.  In other words, you know, we’re being asked now to basically to not let any more cabs out there, because at the moment, or until a few months ago, a taxi cab - a plate was worth $260,000 or for owners who are leasing them, they’re getting $26,000 a year and therefore the ACT government should maintain that and not change it so that those values will be maintained.  Is that how you interpret what the Commission is basically being asked?

MR FILEWOOD:  No, certainly not by me and I don’t think the industry as a whole.  What they’re saying to you is, that that is an impact of it.  But the other impact of it is, the customer service.  If there is an expectation sir in your mind, that a totally deregulated taxi industry in terms of quantity will in fact not be detrimental to service delivery and if in your mind the concept of deregulated fares would not be detrimental to customer need, then I don’t think that there has been a sufficient review of what the community actually wants.

My experience is that service levels and fares are the two critical things that people complain about and I’m talking about as far down as whether the driver knows where they’re going or whether the driver can speak English.  Certainly in other places, they are elements of in fact, service delivery.  If you’ve got 800 taxis instead of 300 or maybe 500 here instead of 230, each of those people who have made whatever annual investment rather than a perpetual one, is going to make in that industry, are going to get that vehicle on the road at all costs to cover the revenue that they need.  

Where are the driver’s coming from? is a rhetorical question.  How much can I cut corners? is another rhetorical question.  And these are the things that actually impact on service delivery.  What the industry is saying is, that whatever mechanism you think you can establish, if the present one is not right, to determine what the genuine demand is and to apply to that the genuine need to cover that demand, then that’s what we’re asking you to do, without service standards falling along the way.  

And if the investment of people in the industry is protected as well, then so be it.  But it would not be fair to say that that is the sole reason the taxi industry is making so many significant contributions to your review.  There are the two things.  The industry, would you believe, is proud of what it does, you know, there are many people who genuinely think that they are giving good customer service, and I think I might have said an hour ago, they will hate to think it’s the regulator that is in fact causing that service level of the industry, not them necessarily, but of the industry, you know, to diminish.  

MR MCGHIE:  I don’t recall whether it was you or somebody else who made the point about accreditation, and I mean in the end, carrying paying passengers is a serious business, and the ACT government obviously has a very clear role to make sure that the vehicles are up to standard and that the drivers are up to standard in all the ways you’re saying, that they know they can pass some sort of a test and there’s got to be that, that they know their way around the town, that they can understand English, that they have some first aid requirement, which is something that really is pretty critical considering they can be involved in accidents and say finish up delivering babies and everything else.  That with quality vehicles, vehicles that have to be up to a certain quality, whereas drivers have to satisfy certain standards.  

But it seems to me this whole sort of fly-by-night character that’s coming in with any old vehicle and creeping onto the ranks and pretty ordinary, you know, possibly past criminals or something driving the car.  I mean that’s not going to happen.

MR FILEWOOD:  No, look - - -

MR MCGHIE:  It’s not going to be that easy to come in under a deregulated system.

MR FILEWOOD:  Commissioner, I didn’t put that to you in any way that could even be construed that that was what I was suggesting to you.  The purpose of accreditation, let us take of the taxi operator or driver for that matter, is obviously to attest that the person is of good repute, that they are fit and proper people to be able to operate or drive a taxi cab and so far as the operator goes, they’re financial viable to run the business properly and they can carry on their business in accordance with law and custom and a range of other things.  The community are entitled to know, for example, that if they leave their car behind, the person who drives them is reputable, in all regards, the vehicle is properly maintained in all regards.  

MR MCGHIE:  Yes.

MR FILEWOOD:  What I’m saying to you is that that is like you getting your drivers’ licence, you pass a test, you jump the hoop and you’re in the industry.  From then on it is effective regulation and enforcement operations that keep that sustained.  “Would you pass your driving test, sir?” is a rhetorical question.  You did once, maybe you wouldn’t today, because of whatever reason.  

What we’re saying is that unless the capacity of the regulator is to have an effective enforcement mechanism - and I don’t mean checking, you know, taxi tyres at Canberra Airport at 8.30 in the morning to the detriment of the travelling public.  Unless it can capture and examine and regulate and enforce in all regards effectively, then your accreditation standards are not worth a crumpet if you’ve got so many people entering the industry without the capacity of enforcement and regulation to keep up with them.  

MR MCGHIE:  Well I mean, the Commission’s recommendations are predicated on exactly that being the case.  As I say, we take very seriously - I mean it’s critical, people are paying passengers, all those issues of insurance, safety, the person that’s driving them being honest, non-criminal and all the rest of it.  I mean that’s what it’s all got to be about.  And that is going to stop the fly-by-nighters that come in and out.  I mean not so much what you’ve said, but I mean a lot of people have implied, okay, if there’s deregulation of entry, every man and his dog are going to be grabbing a cab, you know, they’re going to do the absolute minimum and they’re going to get into the industry.  I mean, it’s critical that that doesn’t happen, I mean, and the Commission is very much aware of it.  

MR FILEWOOD:  I think that maybe what you’re experiencing is the very concerned outburst from people who are in the industry at the moment, to your recommendations, and I guess, you know, you’ve got to give a little licence to some of the emotive statements, but, you know, I firmly believe that with the demand for taxi services being finite in the ACT, then the supply must be likewise finite otherwise there will obviously be less revenue per motor vehicle and therefore a diminishment of return and therefore a lack of capacity to make the appropriate outlays.  

You know, if the industry is only sustaining 230 cabs at the moment, I don’t think anybody is arguing that they’re rich, I know that you challenged, you know, what you think is a sale price against some statements of income, you put that into your report, but I don’t think even you are challenging that the taxi industry is rich, living on the hog of the people who are paying their taxi fares.  

What would your view be, yourselves, as taxi travellers if there were 500 cabs here instead of 230?  Each one of them, even accredited, looking good, all the rest of it.  They know they’ll go broke, they’re trying to tell you that.  Because there’s two dimensions.  There is the dimension of the investment that they’ve made, but there’s also the dimension of the cash flow to pay their bills, you know, the green slip is six times what you pay your green slip, that’s what they’re trying to tell you.  You’ve got to hear the coins jingling in the fare bag to pay all of these things.  

If you want to see people go broke, fine, it doesn’t matter, you don’t care about restaurants if the philosophy is the same with taxis, except that you don’t go broke from providing good service with a good rate of income one day and going out the backdoor the next.  You get onto a slide and you go downhill and finally you give up and walk away.  I’ve seen taxi operators go broke, give up and walk away and it’s a sad thing when it’s a country town left without a taxi service, not through anything they’ve done wrong, other than the fact that the revenue just was not consistent with the cost of the business.  Forget the investment cost.  The cost running the business.  The dimension of cash flow which I don’t think you’ve examined, you know - perhaps, certainly, I haven’t read, you know, your view of cash flow in your review.  

MR MCGHIE:  Well it’s not easy to get a cash flow for a taxi.  

UNIDENTIFIED MALE SPEAKER:  I can give you a written submission, come and see me, I’ll show you.

MR MCGHIE:  Yes, I look forward to it.  But when it comes to cash flow for a taxi, one of the problems is there’s no such thing as an average taxi, is there?  People run them for different times, some run with drivers, some don’t, if you’re going make profits, a lot depends on whether they put their own cab in ...(indistinct)... or they borrowed the entire 300,000 as we were told this morning, so it’s very hard to get to the average taxi.

MR FILEWOOD:  And I think that demonstrates competitive forces are indeed at play.  You know, the suggestion that Canberra Cabs, for example, or Queanbeyan Cabs is a monopoly, you know, what I’ve argued to you is that they’re out there, individual business persons, carrying on their business and if some person knows that because they’re streetwise, because they’ve been driving 20 years, that on a Thursday at 3 o’clock I’d better be at the Southern Cross Club because that’s when bingo finishes, as a result of that, if I make $200 a week more than somebody else, then good on me.  

If I’m a new kid into the game, I expect to learn from the old lads and not have the same rate of income as other people.  So you’re right, there is no consistent income of a taxi cab, why would there be?  It is a competitive environment.  

MR BAXTER:  All the more reason why maybe we should be seeing the prices.  Can I just ask one last question because we’re running out of time.  This just relates to a matter that we’re trying to just come to grips with as we look at the cost build up of the running a taxi and the price adjustment.  I mentioned earlier on that the cost of network fees in the ACT is quite high, around $13,000.  Now presumably, there’s a network fee that Queanbeyan cab charges their drivers, now whether you want to tell me here now or whether you can provide to me, as a confidential piece of information later, I’d be interested to know what sort of number that might be or broadly what that number might be?

MR FILEWOOD:  Commissioner, we don’t mind sharing it with you.  The current monthly based fees of Queanbeyan are $945.00 a month, which includes GST.  I would ask you in fact though to appreciate that there is a quite a different level of costing mechanism but behind that base fee, 16 cars that is not on a computer dispatch system is quite different but - - -

MR BAXTER:  I understand, yes I was just trying to get - yes.  Are you running a dispatch at 24 hours a day now or is it, does it have a close down time overnight?

MR FILEWOOD:  Yes, yes, there is a system that applies to a lot of small networks called TARA, T-a-r-a, and that is a telephone to car radio linkage and what normally happens is that networks of this size, slightly larger, will employ base radio operators to do manual dispatch, receive telephone calls, call jobs answered by cars during busier periods when the level of work cannot sustain an employee at the radio base, then they switch to the TARA system, you ring the taxi number and a designated car will answer it on their two way radio.  That is the interface and they provide the dispatch costs.  I’m sorry they provide the dispatch service.  

I’ve also just been asked to mention to you that Queanbeyan Taxis is, indeed, looking to computerise and an option for them is to bureau service to a computer dispatch system such as Canberra Cabs.  Now, again that is a mechanism that is used throughout rural and regional New South Wales for a couple of reasons.  One is, I mentioned to you the very high cost of providing computer dispatch GPS systems, they have inherently significant redundancy in them and they have the capacity to absorb other networks onto them, those computer dispatch bureau services.

Secondly, of course, for a fee for service, it enables organisations such as Queanbeyan Taxis to have the benefit of computer dispatch without having to make the critical investment themselves, because they don’t have that mass of taxis to do so.  And that is a trend that is going ahead.

MR BAXTER:  Well, we’ve got no more questions at this time.  Anything else that you might want to - - -

MR FILEWOOD:  I don’t think so, I’ll just confirm, no that’s it, thank you very much for the opportunity of presenting to you.

MR BAXTER:  Thanks Mr Filewood, thank you very very much we really appreciate it.  

Mr Pearson I’ll just get you to state your name and where you’re from for purposes of the record and then invite you to make any statement or whatever you might want to.

MR PEARSON:  I’m Ross Pearson, I own TX8 and have done since 
31 December 1986.  I should say my wife and I own it but it’s in my name because at the time you had to have a licence to own a plate.  Before I say anything else, I’d like to thank Kylie, who was very helpful in organising this attendance for me.  

MR BAXTER:  Thank you, thanks for being here.

MR PEARSON:  I originally wrote a considerable amount of material to say to you today but that was before I was able to get my hands on a report, or a copy of the report, and having read it I may scratch through my papers there and stuff like that.  But in a glance at it, I don’t believe the Commission has met its terms of reference.  There are five lots of stakeholders as I see in the taxi industry.  There are passengers, there are drivers, there are lessees, there are owners and there is the government.  

And as an overview, we hear that deregulation would be of benefit to passengers but I find absolutely no evidence of it in the report, it’s all hearsay.  There’s no modelling of cheaper fares to passengers, there’s no evidence from overseas experience that better services are provided - and I will come to New Zealand in a minute.  Drivers are not mentioned.  I can’t see that drivers are going to be any better off or, you know, any mention of the effects on them and I can only imagine what they are.  The lessees, well obviously they will have a lower entry cost because they won’t be making payments to an owner for a plate they will just go and pay their $7,000 a year, which I wonder about.  Owners are shafted completely.  And government misses out.  

Having put that in as an overview I’d like to come down to the main point of deregulation and say that I am an owner, I’m a lessor and I’m also a driver.  Firstly, we get no compensation whatsoever, and I think previous speakers have mentioned it that as an owner of 15 years I miss out and - in a big way, for an asset that we paid hard cash for at the time, and there’s never been any indication that any deregulation would take place.  And I should add also, that, you know, deregulation in other industries such as the milk industry, I can’t believe it worked and I can’t believe anyone does.  We only have higher milk prices and we have farmers going out of business, but at least they received hundreds of millions of dollars to do this.  

When we purchased the licence, back in 1986, it was to be an investment, it was something that I’d done, I’d been a driver for a couple of years and I found I enjoyed the industry, I found I was learning something about it, but I also saw it as a long term investment and it was going to be my retirement, my superannuation.  But the effects of the deregulation as proposed, on me, would be that I’m straight onto social security when I retire.  That I’ve lost the income stream that I, well I and my family had anticipated.  So you know, where do we go from there.  You might think I’m being self interested and I am and I don’t think there’s anything wrong in that in planning for one’s future and we had every right to anticipate that income stream over, as long as we wanted to. I’ll come back to that aspect of compensation again later, if I may.  

Now earlier I said that the proposed deregulation would just be a cost to owners and a lot of money at that.  But I don’t think it would work.  I think we’ve had an example in the ACT of deregulation in the taxi industry and that was a total fiasco which has required re-regulation and that’s in the WATTs industry.  We went from having half a dozen taxi plates to 26 where the industry didn’t want to be deregulated and we heard the screams as loud as anything, because the drivers did not want to service those wheelchair passengers.  

There was more money to be made in going elsewhere, going to the airport, coming into town where there’s lots and lots of people and I believe, if you put unlimited plates on, the same thing will happen if you deregulate and allow people to come in.  They will go where the money is.  I know I, as a driver, I do sit out in the suburbs and I get up early as well, because I know that, some days I’ll get a job, some days I don’t, but I know that sometimes people do want a taxi.  And whilst there’s a limited number of cars it can be shared.  And with regulation it enables that a lot better.  

We’ve also heard about New Zealand and how remarkable improvements have been made there.  Only last Sunday night, I had a passenger in the taxi from Wellington and I said “What’s the taxi industry like”.  I’d never seen this person before, business man and he said “It’s woeful”.  And I said “In what way?”  And he said, you don’t know what you get when you get into a car and in fact he believe - he had only in the last week, had to ask the driver to get out so he could drive because the person had no idea where he was going.  

And if you have deregulation, that is what I believe will happen in the ACT and it’s not the taxi industry, which I’ve been involved with for 17 or 18 years, that I want to see here.  I think people want a car that is in good, clean condition.  They know it’s safe and they know the driver knows where they are going, maybe not to their exact street, but definitely to the suburb and the general locale or public place that they want to go.  

Coming back to the other matter which I mentioned earlier about compensation.  It just seems to me that the example, or the method that you wanted to do - I can’t imagine an insurance company, say MLC or something like that, they had purchased a building here, they’ve owned it for 20 years, the government decides it will release more land you tell MLC you can’t sell your land or anything like that, and we’re not going to pay you any compensation.  The screams from big business in that sort of thing would be remarkable and you’d be in the courts like you wouldn’t believe.  

But that’s the other aspect that I wanted to mention.  As I said, compensation and the fact that deregulation doesn’t work.  There were a couple of other aspects in the report which I did want to mention that you make, that a lessee has more investment in the industry.  I find that hard to believe.  I can’t work that one out, in that a lessee goes - well, gets a plate off someone for a payment per month, goes and buys a car.  At the end of 12 months, if I’m not making a go of it, hands back the plate.  They’ve still got the car.  They’ve lost nothing.  You know, they’ve made no investment in the industry.  Over 15 years, I’ve made a lot of investment in the industry.  I’ve put my time in, I’ve had the initial capital cost that I had to outlay.  

I know - I heard someone say - talked about $300,000 and they borrowed the whole lot.  I didn’t.  I put $1000 in and then borrowed the rest, and that was actual fact.  The other comment I just heard, you can’t get an income statement.  I thought there was one in here from Canberra Cabs about what goes into running a taxi.  Now, I - I have no reason to doubt - I must admit, I can’t comment to the precise extent on it because I no longer operate a cab exactly but I do drive one and I - I have no reason to doubt the information which Canberra Cabs have provided - the gentlemen that are involved with that I find are honourable people and they have been for - - - 

MR MCGHIE:  We’re not suggesting otherwise, but the figures that are in there show that an ordinary taxi cab is making a loss of $25,000 or $26,000 a year and that - - - 

MR PEARSON:  I think if you took a higher - a fair rate of return on the - what - the number that you talk about at $280,000, that wouldn’t be a bad economic loss in my mind.  

But anyway, if I can just continue back.  I talked about owners and passengers.  I’d just like to mention drivers - I’ll mention the government as well.  I believe, under the arrangements that you’ve talked about, I believe the government and the people are missing out on income each year.  It has been my experience that the industry can cope with one, two, three, four new cars a year, or plates a year and before the last auction they were going for, you know, around $240,000.  Now, say between $800,000 and $1 million a year to the ACT coffers, which would be missed out if all you had to go and was pay cost recovery.  The ACT Government makes no capital gain, or no gain out of that and the $7,000 a year - I wonder where that came from as well, because I haven’t seen the administration that justifies $7,000 per 220 plates in the ACT.

However, as I say, I believe the ACT can justify three or four cars - new car plates a year.  The pie isn’t expanding in a huge manner, which I believe the gentleman from Queanbeyan was saying, that the pie is reasonably limited.  And if you start to divide it up too large by too many pieces, it’s catastrophic to those people in it.  But, you know, a shaving here or there is not noticeable that much and I think it does expand slightly each year.  So to that extent, I - I - I think we could cope with that.  

But now I’d like to just - if I could ask you a question, what should owners - what should drivers earn a week in your estimation?

MR BAXTER:  That’s a good question in actual fact probably because in this industry here, it really comes back to the question of how much they earn and how much they share under the 50/50 arrangement.

MR PEARSON:  No, no, no, no.  I’m asking you to put a dollar term on it.

MR BAXTER:  The Commission can’t put a dollar term on that, because you see this industry is like any other industry where people are taking up a share in the business, as we’ve been told by a number of people today and then as a result of that, then work on the basis of how much they can actually generate from their, as it were, taking up a share in that business, and working that business for the allotted hours if they’re taking up the role.  Now, whenever we’ve asked that exact question, of course people have all been very hesitant because drivers come on at different times, and different people like that, not peak periods.

MR PEARSON:  Well, all right.  Well, can I give you my experience as a driver?

MR BAXTER:  Please, I’d love to have it.

MR PEARSON:  And I - I say this because last - this is last week, which I’ve found is reasonable and in particular, and I’ve spoke with other drivers and they did differ from me but I - I think I’m a fair driver and maybe Dennis could say, he sees me out on the rank often enough.  

Now, I work close to 40 hours a week and last week I earned $441.  Now that was after deducting the GST that I have to forward to the government.  Yet the minimum basic wage, I think, is $431 now.  Or in taxi driver terms, that’s $467 because they only have to work 48 weeks for that.  I have to work mine 52 weeks a year.  There’s also 8 per cent superannuation or 9 - 8 or 9 per cent superannuation added onto that.  So in my mind, I think the basic wage is $504 and that’s leaving aside sick leave, long service leave, public holidays and whatever.  

So I may get more if I work Friday night, Saturday nights, from Thursday - now that the real people - I get some fair shifts I think but I mix it up with some of the slower ones which I think is only the fair way to go.  And I think, overall, I think my $441 would be a fair average, if not an exaggeration for an average 12 months because that wasn’t January, which you’ve noted in your report, is disastrous.

MR BAXTER:  Yes.

MR PEARSON:  And school holidays, I think, are just as bad practically.  But anyway, if there are any other questions you might like to ask me.

MR BAXTER:  Thanks Mr Pearson, that’s helpful.  I mean, the issue of payment that drives this issue, what’s a fair sort of return to the driver et cetera et cetera is extremely difficult because the fact that we’re being told, as I say, that the driver’s effectively running it as a separate business.  They take over, as it were, a sub-lease on the vehicle and go out and run their own business at that particular time and generate their own income and like any other business, you have good and bad and you make your decision as you go.

The issue for the Commission was that when we had some figures put to us by the industry and they’re the ones that you’re referring to in the latter part of this report, the industry said well let’s assume the situation where the drivers all receive minimum award wages with superannuation and holidays and so forth and so on, and they put all those sorts of things in.  And that was suggesting fare increases of the order of 16 plus per cent.  

Now the difficulty the Commission had when we were looking at those numbers and thinking that issue through, leaving aside the problem that if we gave a 16 per cent fare increase to the industry, only part of that would go the drivers anyhow because of the way in which the sharing arrangement works but does that represent what a phenomenal increase into the marketplace then we have to question whether or not that is going to lead to further reductions in demand.  So there’s a chicken and egg exercise here that sort of we have to - - -

MR PEARSON:  Well, I don’t know.  Just that quickly added 16% onto my income and I think I would - I’d still be short of the basic wage if you added in sick leave, and long service leave, and stuff like that.

MR BAXTER:  I mean I’m just going on the numbers that the industry gave us so that’s all I’m after.

MR PEARSON:  Well, which is quite right.  You know if they’re saying to take it up it would take about 16%.  I quickly took - I might of wrong made it 66 onto 441 and I get 507.  And I said the basic wage was 504.  So that’s a pretty fair sort of cop to what the industry or what Canberra Cabs have said.

MR BAXTER:  But if we put up fares by 16%, what do you think is going to happen in the marketplace, what’s your - - -

MR PEARSON:  Well, I think the point about it is that there would be a loss of - there’s no doubt that the elasticity of demand is not flat.  You know that we lose, you know, custom and stuff like that.  However I think it points to the fact that if we increased the number of cars, or deregulate down and allow, you know, unlimited entry, it would have an affect that would reduce that sort of - you know would reduce the income that’s currently coming in.  I think that if you add your 2%, 3%, 4%, 5% 
on - you know, maybe 5% is getting up a bit high, you know that would start to cut in.  But lower levels of percentage increases are normally coped with reasonably well.  

The other aspect of which I think I read in your report was that it’s business that is the main contributor - I read somewhere in someone’s report, to taxi income.  And as Peter said earlier, you know that’s - a third of that’s deductible if it’s business.  So it’s not as, you know, critical to them.  I think that - you know I’m trying to recall people complaining about the level of fares, and I honestly can’t think of any - you know, I won’t say I haven’t had any, but I can’t recall any just off the top of my head that the level of service, and the quality of car seems to be the critical point that people have with the industry.  

And whether or not, as one of the gentlemen said earlier, the drivers can speak English and know where they’re going, that that is - and I have a great deal of sympathy for some of these new drivers who have just arrived because the taxi industry is the bottom entry point now.  There’s no street sweepers, and those sort of jobs have gone.  We are the bottom industry.  But to take it down lower would be, you know, I think quite criminal.

MR BAXTER:  You’re leasing out the plate that you carry at the moment?

MR PEARSON:  I lease my plate out but I drive for someone else.

MR BAXTER:  Yes, which presumably is on the standard rate of about $26,000, or something of that order - type of number.

MR PEARSON:  Yes.

MR BAXTER:  If the fares went up by 16% would there be any sort of effect upon what you can get for that plate in terms of leasing?

MR PEARSON:  I couldn’t tell you that.  Possibly.  You know, we have a 4 year lease.  So I haven’t, you know, seen any increase for a number of years.  That rate has stayed reasonably level - at that level, and I think it’s stayed that way for a number of years actually before I’d even leased mine out from what I know was going around.  I only leased mine out because at the time I was in the public service and I’d lost my permanent driver, which I’d had for many years, and it was a convenient thing to do.  Subsequently the public service let me go and I’ve gone to an industry I know something about.  But I would consider going back into it as an owner rather - at the time.  However it’s always there as that superannuation policy which I have, or capital backing if I wish to invest in something else.  

You know, I think that having it as a capital basis has been very convenient to a lot of people.  And to relate another story to you I know after the last auction of 15 plates, when they fell to 155,000 and 160,000 that I was talking to a number of bankers at the end of it, I wondered why these people in suits were walking out of the Albert Hall and we asked, a friend and I, and they said, “We’re going back to review the mortgages we hold for a number of taxi owners”.  So the value which is placed on a taxi plate is critical, not just for future income streams, but to current investments for a number of people.

MR BAXTER:  Yes.  Yes, I understand that.  And we heard some comments on that earlier in the day as well.  If the government was to pay some form of compensation what are you actually looking for do you think, Mr Pearson?

MR PEARSON:  I think that’s pretty obvious.  You know, whatever the going rate was at the time that deregulation was first mooted.  I think you have it down at 280,000, yet more recent information is they’ve traded around 260 to 270.  I can’t see that it can be (a) less than that, although I honestly think - you know I’ve tried to keep away from that in the first instance because I think that deregulation would not work.  That I think that we’d get less service, or a lesser service, and I - possibly in the long run you would find that fares would have to rise, or otherwise the standard to retain good drivers in the industry.  And you can’t have a little bit of regulation.  You’ve got to have regulation or no regulation, you can’t be a little bit pregnant.

MR BAXTER:  Yes.  Yes, I understand.

MR MCGHIE:  Just a little bit of insight into costs in the industry, Ross.  The figure quoted in the superseded costs from Canberra Cabs had maintenance for example at 13,600 which I think is sort of standard servicing cost for a Ford Falcon from a standard dealer et cetera.  But most - I’m asking the question, do or do not most drivers sort of do their own maintenance?  For example do you do most of your own maintenance, or have you got a mechanic down the street, or - - -

MR PEARSON:  Well, when I was operating the cab I would - the only thing I would change were the tyres, and I say that because I changed the tyres on my own car.  Other than that - I had drivers out there in the car.  And I thought if I changed the brakes, if I do something else and there’s an accident I’ve got insurance, but it is on me to be responsible for that accident - you know, if something happened because the car was not right, I’ve gone to an expert to have done.

MR MCGHIE:  Yes.

MR PEARSON:  And as far as the maintenance cost, I think that by the time I finished - before I leased out the car, my costs were averaging between $800 and $1,000 a month.  And the other thing I - so that was 4½ years ago or something like that.  The other thing I would say in regard to that is there is a variation in your maintenance cost in that a 1 year old car is wonderful.  A new car is wonderful.  But as the car ages more things go wrong with it.  The doors sag and - you know, things that you don’t think of.  And it’s a progressive increase in your costs such that - you know we had a 3½ year old car, I would have thought by the end of another 12 months we would have been up over $1,000 a month.  

I think some of the cars now, you know, whilst they have higher costs they last longer if you can appreciate what I mean.  The engines are going longer, and gearboxes are going longer, but when they do go you’re up for a fortune if you know what I mean.

MR MCGHIE:  So for a new car you haven’t got that much but obviously as it ages and the wear takes place - - -

MR PEARSON:  As it ages, and you know as you can imagine I think gearboxes for a Falcon are $4,000, or $5,000, or $6,000.  But that doesn’t happen in your first couple of years and bang you get this huge lump.  But you have to make provision for it, or you know be ready for it, over the whole time.  And you know they don’t go every week.  Tyres are something that are much more regular and similar to brake pads and stuff like that.  You know and engines and all that sort of stuff.  But they’re lumpy I suppose is the term I’d use.

MR MCGHIE:  Yes.

MR BUTTON:  There’d be very few taxi owners who do all the maintenance to their vehicle.  It’s rather the opposite.  Most would rely upon mechanics and others to do the servicing of their vehicles because of what Ross just said.

MR PEARSON:  You know the limit might be you might change your oil and spark plugs which don’t impact upon the safety of the car but it’s a cost to you if you bugger it up, you wear the cost.  But where there’s safety involved, you can’t afford to take that risk.  Well maybe if you’re a mechanic or something like that before you went into the industry.  But I was a public servant.

MR BAXTER:  Anything else?

MR MCGHIE:  I don’t think so.

MR BAXTER:  I don’t think we’ve got anything else at this stage.  Is there anything else that you might want to add?

MR PEARSON:  What else have we got written down here?  Can I just ask one more question?

MR BAXTER:  Yes.

MR PEARSON:  And it may have been answered today.  I only got here at three o’clock.  Do you expect, if there’s deregulation to be more drivers cars on the road and stuff like that.  Where would these drivers come from?

MR BAXTER:  What we’ve said is that if the government gets out of the business of trying to guess, and it is a guess, what the right number of taxi plates would be then there’s the opportunity for people to come into it.  Now if there are some drivers who want to get into the industry and have a plate then they would be able to do so.  Some of them might not want to as people have pointed out to us on a number of occasions.  You’re entering into a business and not everybody wants to necessarily be in a business in that sense.  They’re happy to have a much less exposure, as it were, in terms of the cost of the vehicle and other things in that particular area.  

It may be that there’s nobody extra wants to come in.  Maybe the word gets out and about as a result of these hearings amongst other things, that there’s not a lot of money to be made in taxis and you mightn’t see too many more people come in.  But the issue would be to get the government out of this position where some people say to us is the right number of plates there at the moment?  You said to us well I can see the possibility of two or three plates each year and so forth.  And some other people are saying there’s too many plates, we should take some away.

So you get the government out of the business of being locked into that type of debate and that sort of problem and allow the industry to find its own equilibrium.

MR PEARSON:  It sounds a bit like a sledgehammer on a walnut.  As far as shortages go at the moment, there’s only two shortages in the industry and one of those is drivers and the other is passengers.  But If I can just ask one more question.  The annual fee of $7,000?

MR BAXTER:  Again that was just newspaper speculation in a sense.  The current registration amount is something of the order of around $7,000 which I think was just taken as being a rough guide.  But nobody has done any work yet on the issue of what it would cost to effectively police the industry, as it were, in terms of the regulations that are there.  One would hope that it’s not going to be any more than what you’re already paying in terms of your vehicle registration costs.

MR PEARSON: Well I’d hope not.

MR BAXTER:  That’s what we’re talking about.  It’s that amount.

MR MCGHIE:  It’s a figure determined by the government anyway.  

MR PEARSON:  But it was cost recovery.

MR BAXTER:  It’s towards cost recovery.  We have to be very careful about that word.  I haven’t said cost recovery.  Moving towards cost recovery.  

MR PEARSON:  Well all right, I think I’ve said all I want to say except one other comment.  You quote Canberra Cabs in here as saying that a lot of people have purchased taxi plates for the lifestyle.  I only purchased a taxi plate and drive cabs because I can’t play golf like Tiger Woods.

MR BAXTER:  Thank you very, very much.

MR BUTTON:  Can I just ask one thing on what you’ve just said.  In regards to setting the ...(indistinct)... and determining how many taxis we should have on the road in Canberra I’m sure you must be aware that the past practice of relying upon the number of calls that was made to the taxis was a very reliable indicator.  And that in itself said well the formula was take the number of calls for taxis, divide it by the number of cars in the fleet and if it came to more than 800 we had not enough taxis and if it came to less we didn’t have enough.  

Now the 800 figure was arrived at and worked quite well.  Because 800 fares was a rough cost, if you wanted to work out the average fares of how much income would be derived and would that be enough to sustain or meet the costs of running a taxi.  Now that was a pretty good approach but it started to get mucked around when Craig ...(indistinct)... or others came and they started to play with the 800 figure.  Now it seems that it might be a good time to return to that sort of rationale.  If you’re at a loss for something better.

MR BAXTER:  Put it on a bit of paper and send it to me.  

MR BUTTON:  You need that?

MR BAXTER:  Put your submission on that issue on a bit of paper and send it to me.  

MR BUTTON:  I mentioned it in my submission already.

MR BAXTER:  Thank you.  I think we’ve come well and truly to the end.  Thank you very much to those that lasted all day.  Thanks.

ADJOURNED
[5.26 pm]
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