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Preliminary Comments

There is an expression used by some in the land of academia who, when set a task with which they experience difficulties, ask the question "is this a worthwhile pursuit".

I would think our learned friends on the ICRC would ask this very question before delving too far into a pursuit thrust upon them by bureaucrats seeking questions to answers they have themselves created.

Unfortunately the ICRC itself seems to be captured by a philosophy which, when viewing the taxi industry, compels them to "believe", "assume", "understand" that the taxi industry has something to hide regarding excess profits and competition. Its seems some of the Commission's conclusions regarding the application last year for a taxi fare variation relied heavily on assumptions. The Freehills report of March 2000 similarly relied on assumptions to reach its conclusions.

I am also concerned by what seems to be the current attitude of the bureaucrats in charge of the ACT taxi industry. I think it started when former NSW transport bureaucrats Messrs Gilmore and Handley were imposed on the ACT Department of Urban Services by the Carnell Government and sought to "fix" taxi cross border "issues". There was no apparent problem in existence at the time. Another paragraph for the CV before moving on seemed to be the aim. 

The previous Minister destroyed any confidence the local taxi industry might have had in him (and weakened it in its own future) when he loudly proclaimed to the Board of Canberra Cabs that he fully understood that there was room for only one taxi group in Canberra, and victory by an out of town company over Canberra Cabs would see the loss of over forty local jobs. "I understand. I'm alI for local business. I 'm on your side. Keep talking", he said as he and his Chief Minister left a meeting with the Board of Canberra Cabs early in 2001. He then went on to questionably push the establishment of Yellow Cabs Canberra (a Brisbane connected company) in Canberra. Why? Especially as he had said he understood only one group could survive, and the public would, in a short time, again only have only one network to call for a taxi?     

Having said the above, I welcome the opportunity to present my thoughts on the topics of this review. I have been restricted by time from commenting as thoroughly as I would have liked, and apologise for being a few days late with this submission. 

Introduction

The forward of the issues paper says the commission is looking forward to some innovative submissions. This is disappointing.

If the persons who had conducted previous inquiries had chosen to listen more carefully to taxi industry respondents they would have realised that the taxi industry (especially in Canberra) has been most innovative throughout its whole existence.

Some of the pioneering efforts undertaken by the taxi industry in Canberra include the following:

· The first taxi group in Australia to install two way radios (in fact, the first two way radio was installed in the hire car of Mr Jim Kinnane, H-11, not long before all hire cars in the ACT were converted to taxis. The emergence of Canberra Radio Hire Cars precipitated the conversion).  

· The trial provision, in the early eighties, of a swivelling front passenger seat in two taxis in an endeavour to make entrance and egress from taxis easier for wheelchair users.

· The willing acceptance by Aerial Taxis of a licence to operate a mini bus to provide a service to people who were wheelchair bound. Aerial Taxis fitted the bus with a taxi meter to ensure its passengers were charged only taxi rates, and paid the driver wages until it was realised the costs far outstripped the income. 

· The closure of the books of Aerial Taxis (at the request of the Department of the Interior) in 1966 so that recipients of a new release of taxi licences would be forced to set up a new radio dispatch network; "not because there was anything wrong with the efforts of Aerial Taxis, but because it would be nice if the public had another number to ring".  

· The early use, among taxi groups, of digital technology for the dispatch of work. When its current dispatch system was installed in 1992, it was regarded throughout the industry as the "Rolls Royce" of dispatch systems. Another new, state of the art system should be installed within the next few months.

· The establishment of Aerial Taxis own driver training school in 1987, long before the emerging new breed of parasitic members of the "training, accrediting, up-grading " industry began to impress bureaucrats who were keen to be seen "doing things". The Aerial Board made the course compulsory for all Aerial taxi drivers against some opposition from its own members. The course stresses the importance of service above everything else, and includes special references to the provision of service to people with disabilities.

· Quarterly inspections of the whole fleet for panel damage, and cleanliness. 

· Aerial Taxis was one of the first, if not the first, taxi groups in Australia to become a Quality Endorsed Company, not because of any governmental direction, but because of its service orientation.

· Aerial Taxis has sought to provide for anticipated customer demand, not always with great success. A few years ago, operators were offered lengthy base fee free periods if they would register a minibus as a taxi so that the high occupancy taxi market might be tested. The idea proved to be ahead of real demand, but the market is now gradually developing with the forced introduction of excess capacity through the release of  HOTs vehicles (as WATs).

· In the 1970's, Aerial Taxis invested $40,000 (a very large amount at the time) in a telephone answering system called Conmode. This system, it was believed, would lead to far greater efficiencies in the radio room and cut telephone customer waiting times. It was ahead of its time and the $40,000 was lost. All types of call centres producing most positive results now use variations of that idea.       

Most other taxi groups throughout the country have been just as innovative or at least willing to accept changes that benefited their clients.

Competition in the Taxi Industry.

The innovative outlook of the taxi industry has been fostered by COMPETITION. In most areas of Australia there is only one taxi group in a town, and in the major cities there are no more than two main radio networks.

The drive for efficiency has led to this situation.  

The desire to find the best ways to meet the needs of the travelling public and convey the message to all in the industry has, for over twenty years, led to the convening of annual national conferences by the Australian Taxi Industry Association. The theme of every conference centres on service to the public. Criticism is sought from bureaucrats and consumers so that difficulties might be properly addressed. 

Canberra and the Competitive Taxi Service

One would think that a lack of competitive spirit would produce a lacklustre performance by any service provider, but two customer satisfaction surveys conducted by the Road Transport Authority have produced evidence of very high levels of satisfaction among Canberra's taxi users. Another survey which, I believe is to be conducted soon will no doubt produce similar results. 

Service to wheelchair bound customers has remained behind the standard set by accreditation requirements and {I know] certainly behind the standard desired by Canberra Cabs. I will comment on this further on.   

The competitive spirit is there because:

· Every driver on the road wants every hiring he/she can get and demands a fair and efficient dispatch system

· Owners who have paid large amounts for their licences demand diligence on the part of their boards or network providers, so that the public obtains the best possible service, and any demand for the release of extra licences is based on an expanding "pie" and not on poor management.

· The best possible service and the creation of new markets are seen as the best way to ward off the addition of unnecessary extra taxi licences and talk of deregulation of the taxi industry. Many owners have gone into debt for large amounts of money to buy licences (often from the government). They see the opportunity for unlimited overtime as a means to make a forced saving towards a retirement benefit or a further business venture. 

· Not because of the Darwin experience.  

Competition and Darwin

The attitude that comes across to me in the issues paper seems to suggest that the authorities in Darwin were the most enlightened because they had removed licence restrictions in line with NCP policy.  

Changes in Darwin were bound to occur with or without NCP. An understanding of the situation up there both before and after the licencing changes is required.

Before the changes came about, the taxi industry in Darwin displayed little inclination to meet the needs of its clients. 

Most of the time there was only one radio group but the industry was split between those who believed in driver training, meeting customers' needs, and working towards acceptable standards and those who thought near enough was good enough. The operators of the few taxis outside the main group could very rarely provide a taxi for a prospective passenger but usually tried to sell hire car services (hire car services are now virtually non-existent).  

Great difficulties were experienced in servicing the district called Palmerston that is some distance from the centre of Darwin. Suggestions that cars should be rostered to the area were thought to be a good idea until those who had agreed were asked to roster their cars for duty. "It should be done; but not with my cars" was the response.

Palmerston was only part of the problem. There were numerous complaints about the levels of service and standards of drivers.

I believe the greatest single problem was the presence of investors in the Darwin taxi industry. Nearly all cabs were leased. Many owners lived overseas; and lessees with no capital to lose were not going to go out of their way for anybody.

And could you blame them? The owners were extracting all the cream for no responsibility. Why should a lessee who will never gain any equity in his business do any more than grab what he/she can? 

And what of Darwin since open entry?

Well I have been there and had that done to me.

My wife and I and one of our daughters waited for quite a while at the Darwin Airport for a taxi. When the driver arrived, he sat in his car and "popped" the boot. I nearly had a heart attack. My wife and daughter told me I was not at home and to say nothing. I told the driver I was not very good at loading boots and asked his assistance. He assisted (he was a very nice person). When we arrived at our two and one half star motel, the driver after popping his boot said,  "you would think someone would come out and get the luggage".
They have not learned, and will not. 

The driver whom we engaged was a driver before open entry and continued to drive for the same operator after open entry (contrary to the belief of some theorists that open entry gives a driver a chance to own his/her own taxi). Another operator told me that this was the norm.

A few months after open entry, Mr Vaughan Casey, the then Deputy Mayor of Palmerston, and a taxi operator, (He has failed to survive as a taxi operator) told me the industry was expecting a 12% fare increase. I have been told the increase was actually around 9% in the first year with another one since. 

At the present time there are 136 (previously 87) taxi licences operating in Darwin. There have been more, and many taxi operators have experienced bankruptcy.

Instead of one group, there are now five. The Government has now capped the number of standard taxi licences; but will still release WATS licences at $8000 per annum. There are now 13 WATS in Darwin.

Fares have risen, operators are being bankrupted, the service ethic has not evolved (no equity to lose), and it is nearly impossible to obtain drivers.

Has this been a worthwhile pursuit?

I find it hard to comment on the state of competition in other states but I do know that all state associations work very hard to combat the same unfair suggestions which are continually trotted out by economic theorists that taxi fares are artificially high because of licence values. Operators all over Australia find it hard to encourage drivers to share this windfall.

Investors and the Taxi Industry.

Investors have been buying taxis all around Australia and their predominance in any one jurisdiction will see a decline in the readiness of the industry to face its responsibilities. They suck out nearly all the cream (overtime money), have so far been able to maintain capital value due to the goodwill momentum of the conscientious owners who preceded them, and then move on.

Meanwhile simple drivers, who have been duped into committing themselves to long leases in the belief they will be better off by leasing rather than driving for somebody else, are forced to work even longer hours than ever, and operators who try to make a business out of leasing and operating fleets are busy pushing drivers into taxis to man unprofitable shifts (and in many cases slowly going bankrupt).

Naturally, outside observers project the thought that if all taxis were leased out, it would prove that any lease payments are excessive to the need for survival of those actually driving taxis. This of course ignores the reasonable expectation of an owner/driver/operator to be able to make a decent living.

In the past, when the taxi industry was most stable, owner/drivers predominated. They were not permitted to transfer a taxi licence until it had been owned and operated for a certain time. There was no speculation on licence values and no (obvious) exploitation of drivers.   

One Canberra person has told me that he is part of a speculator syndicate, buying and selling taxis all around Australia. 

I believe that licences should be held for a set period before they may be sold and that an owner should not be allowed to lease a licence unless he/she has owned and operated it for a reasonably long period, say ten years.

There are far from excess profits being made by the workers in the taxi industry and the public is not being overcharged. The non-workers are bleeding it dry; and, I believe jaundicing the vision of the regulators. 

New South Wales

On the changes introduced or proposed by the New South Wales Government, I think a distinction needs to be drawn between changes brought on by accreditation and other exercises and those proposed in response to the NCP inquiry. I have little to say on either except that I have been told by a most reliable person, that for much of the time only about sixty- percent of Sydney taxis are manned. Drivers are not interested. Eighteen months ago the NSW government could not lease out WATS for $1000 a year. Not enough takers. The traffic is too thick. Insurance is too expensive. NSW is not the ACT.

The ACT Government might be tempted to believe that leasing future taxi licences (as NSW now does) could be an effective way to reduce the value of existing plates (especially if an excessive number are released). This way many imaginative licence conditions could be applied. A future network, not owned by the licence holders, would not care how many taxis were released (all the more base fees).

But could the Government really believe that the extra people, with no real equity, who were trying to extract what they could from the "taxi pie", would remain service orientated for any length of time as their income deteriorated; and deteriorate it would, the income and the service. 

If the ACT Government thinks that the above might be a worthwhile pursuit, there would have to be a strong argument which says full compensation for licence values is due to all ACT taxi licencees right now.  

[The results of such an adventure could well be written before it commenced by reference to the history of open entry in the United States although it must be said, some people are slow learners. Three years ago, the Mayor of Cleveland, Ohio, was keen to introduce open entry of taxi licences in his city after it had failed twice before. He was going to get it right. I think the structure of the taxi industry in most of the USA will always make it hard to achieve satisfactory service levels, but open entry will be of no assistance]

On another matter regarding NSW, the ACT and taxi industry accreditation.

To me, the impression that seems to come across in the issues paper suggests that it was government both in NSW and the ACT that was mainly responsible for the emergence of accreditation standards.  

I would like to add something to the story.

In the early nineties, both the NSW Government and the NSW taxi industry believed that something had to be done to improve the taxi service in Sydney. Many problems existed and both "sides" were determined to improve the situation.

The taxi industry was dead scared of the word "deregulation" (read open entry) and the Government seemed to understand it would not produce the desired results. The word "co-regulation" became an "in" word. I think it was first promoted at the Australian Taxi Conference in Alice Springs in 1990. The use of the word seemed to foster much goodwill between regulators and the taxi industry all over Australia. 

The NSW taxi industry, the NSW Government, and the University of Technology, Sydney, combined to develop a taxi driver-training manual, which has been the basis of much of the taxi driver training programs that have developed since.

The accreditation program was developed by NSW bureaucrats and the NSW taxi industry. The negotiations gave the taxi industry the opportunity to have included in the accreditation program many rules and condition that responsible taxi owners and operators had long favoured.

It was the same in the ACT. Aerial Taxis had already made driver training compulsory before accreditation discussions began, contributed very keenly, and, I believe, directed much of the thinking behind the new structure.

At the time, there existed a high level of goodwill between the industry and Department of Urban Services.  

To my mind the goodwill began to suffer after the two above-mentioned bureaucrats arrived from NSW, and the previous Minister for Urban Services settled in.

Queanbeyan Obsession

As soon as Messrs Gilmore and Handley arrived in town, word got around that the "cross border" issue would be "fixed up". A few minor matters of mutual recognition of accreditation regimes seemed too simple and the fixing up included fixing up Canberra Cabs and its insidious "monopoly".

An officer in Mr Handley's department told prospective new WATS operators at the end of 1999 that they may not have to be concerned with dealing with Canberra Cabs as an opportunity to work through the Queanbeyan Taxi Co-operative was likely to soon arise. 

Queanbeyan taxi operators were enthused by the expectation of raiding the big green paddock over the fence. They hired a very competent and persuasive lobbyist to push their case to "open up" competition in Canberra at the NCP review. The review team was moved to recommend (anti-competitive) service delivery concessions to Queanbeyan Taxi Co-operative so that it could gain a toehold in the Canberra market. 

Since the current the trial period of the "seamless border" plan began Queanbeyan taxi operators have certainly grazed well in the ACT paddock. The airport market (to and from) is their market of choice. The Queanbeyan knights of competition canvas the return fares but are never seen sitting on city taxi ranks. Local jobs are for the locals. The utopian economist's vision of lower taxi fares brought about by competition is not being realised. Canberra and Queanbeyan taxis operate under different fare structures, but I have never heard of a prospective taxi hirer comparing rates at the Canberra Airport. They just hop in and go. I believe Queanbeyan taxi drivers claim they do not charge any more than a Canberra taxi. I certainly believe they do not charge any less. 

The Queanbeyan experiment has provided no competition as far as the average Canberran is concerned, and the Queanbeyan taxi operators have not pretended it will. It has simply provided access to the most lucrative section of the Canberra taxi industry's market, and contributed to the lowering of confidence in its future whilst enhancing the value of Queanbeyan taxi plates and providing much unused parking space on the Queanbeyan taxi rank.  

Queanbeyan taxi operators are thereby given access to the best part of a Canberra market for which they pay no registration fees to the ACT public purse and in which they usually provide no positive result for the consumer.

Was this a worthwhile pursuit?       

Second Taxi Network 

The issues paper mentioned that since 1963, Canberra Cabs has operated a monopoly in the provision of taxi services to the ACT. Putting aside the incorrect use of the word "monopoly" the statement is untrue.

In the mid sixties, when Canberra was growing at a rate of around 8%, the addition of extra taxi licences was a fairly regular event, and generally seen by the taxi industry as necessary if service was to be maintained. 

In 1966, the then Department of the Interior asked Aerial Taxis Co-operative to close its books to membership for the recipients of the new issue of licences (ten plates). Aerial operated sixty-one cars. I was a member of the Aerial Board at the time.

The request was made so that Canberrans would have "two numbers to ring"; not because of poor service delivery by Aerial.

Aerial agreed but suggested it would need the cars if it were to maintain a good service. 

ABC Taxis was born. It lasted for an ineffective nine months and was then given the Government's blessing to marry Aerial Taxis.

Thoughts of the need for another taxi group vanished for many years. Records should show that on more than one occasion, either the Canberra Taxi Proprietors' Association or Aerial Taxis requested the release of extra licences to satisfy demand, usually before the Department felt pressure from the public.

It should also be noted that in 1968, a further eight licences were allocated. After that, none were added for years as the bureaucracy debated the future of the industry.

By 1973, the service was short of taxis, had lost business and was in the doldrums, even though Canberra was still growing, although at a much lower rate. A more or less panic release of twenty five licences over the next eighteen months (thirty two percent increase) saw a further slip in taxi earnings because the customers for these taxis were simply not there.

It took another seven very hard years before Canberra was deemed ready for the release of more taxi licences.

The point of the above is that there is very little to the theory that provision of surplus supply will bring out latent demand. 

The latest second network exercise has risen from strange circumstances. Canberra Cabs has always been open to the possibility that a second network could emerge and striven to provide a service that would provide no ammunition for potential opponents/detractors.

The local bureaucrats have also been aware of this attitude. In fact within the past two years, the former Minister of Urban Affairs lunched with the Board of Canberra Cabs and discussed the matter.

It was explained to him, that the need for efficient service provision has always tended to drive taxi groups to amalgamation. Amalgamation cuts base fees, dead time and running costs, and helps sustain lower fares. Splitting the network into two groups lowers the ability to cover the city efficiently. He agreed that the size of Canberra dictated that only one taxi group could survive in this city. 

He was also told, and agreed, that if an outside group began operations and that if, after a short period, the one surviving taxi group was not Canberra Cabs, in excess of forty local jobs would be lost.     

He then started pushing hard for the establishment of a second (soon to be one) network.

He and his department then sought to court prospective applicants.

Queanbeyan Co-operative could not fit the bill. They were too busy eating the new grass.

Yellow Cabs Canberra promoted by two disgruntled Aerial members saw an opportunity to achieve some personal goals, and with apparently little evidence convinced the department into believing they were the people for the job, even though they did not seem to meet the required criteria.     

They promised no cheaper fares, generally no better service, and did nothing that I know of to recruit rank and file members to their group. Their starting date was pushed further and further back and to my knowledge there has been no public statement from their managing director since about November 2001. His assistant claimed he knew how to improve service to WAT clients and service delivery would be much better through the Yellow Cabs Canberra network. If he was really interested in the service delivery to WAT clients, why did he not or even attempt to, share his answers with Canberra Cabs with whom he was and is still aligned?

After all, he controls a large proportion of the total WAT fleet.     

The general public could not be less interested in the arrival of Yellow Cabs Canberra. 

The exercise in which the ICRC determined that it was reasonable for the Government to force all WATS operators to align with Yellow Cabs Canberra was a cruel joke on the WATS operators who wanted nothing to do with the above managing director or his assistant. 

If the new Minister had not possessed the good judgement to override the recommendation, the WATS operators faced almost instant bankruptcy. If forced to be the basis of the new group (if it did get around to commencing operations), these people would have been subjected to the general belief that all Canberra Yellow Cabs were WATs. This would have guaranteed them around two trips per day.

The almost petulant proclamations of the previous minister that Canberra Cabs would need to offload work to the new network was empty nonsense. As well as being a technically very difficult exercise, the fact is, there are very few occasions when dispatch of work by Canberra Cabs is delayed by more than a few minutes. So there would be virtually none passed on from Canberra Cabs to the new group.

The possibility that work would need to be offloaded from Canberra Yellow Cabs to Canberra Cabs would be remote, as most passengers prefer sedans to vans. This assumes, of course, that the critical mass of licences required to launch another group would not be provided by the release of a large number of new taxi licences.

Such an action could only be seen as pig-headed and petulant. The loss of income per unit would ensure the bankruptcy of all lessees and many licence holders who would be unable to meet loan repayments.

It would not lead to reduced fares but urgent demands for a large fare increase.

Would such a pursuit be worthwhile?

Other Flights of Fancy (Competition).

I find it hard to believe that the suggestions put forward in the second part of Chapter 4 are written seriously.

To suggest the creation of mobile phone networks as rivals to the traditional network, portrays a lack of knowledge of the taxi industry, and seems to work against efforts to obtain accurate statistics regarding service delivery.

The taxi industry does not oppose the use of mobile phones by taxi drivers who seek to develop a clientele of their own. Some drivers are much greater assets to the industry than others, and should not be forced to carry poor performers. However, a driver operating independently can find it most inconvenient, inefficient and costly to pursue private work. Early morning airport runs and a few regular pick-ups are done by quite a few drivers but hardly any of them would chase casual work. 

A group of drivers forming their own network within a network could possibly build up a regular clientele, but offloading work via mobile phone to one another can be time consuming, difficult and dangerous especially if it becomes busy and a driver's energies are occupied with driving and using the main network dispatch system.    

Unfairly, the main network, whose livery adorns the vehicles of these drivers would usually be blamed for any failures and the reputation of the industry as a whole would suffer.

I fail to see how removing the restrictions on which services a licence holder may provide would effectively introduce a second network. Would it not simply attract any present non-taxi sectors into the one taxi network (which would be forced to be accessible) and allow them to do another "Queanbeyan"?

Also, how would vehicle standards be set? Would they all need to be Falcon level, Fairlane level or four wheel drive vehicles? If they were Falcon level, what new licence category would then be created to serve the market which desired carriage by Fairlane type vehicles?

Once again, this exercise would further devalue the taxi owner's asset. If this is the aim, taxi owners should be properly compensated now.

Would this be a worthwhile pursuit?        

Service to People with Disabilities

I believe that every reasonable effort should be made to provide all types of services to people with disabilities. Among these services is personal transportation, taxi services.

I also believe that meeting the costs of providing services to people with disabilities should be seen as a community service obligation and not that of individual service providers or small groups of people such as taxi users.

For instance, the suggestion by some that all taxis should be wheelchair accessible implies that only taxi users should pay the cost of providing taxi type service to wheelchair bound passengers. This is concluded because wheelchair accessible taxis cost more to purchase and maintain than standard taxis, and fares are generally determined after reference to running costs. Taxi passengers, by paying the resulting higher fares would be the only group in the community subsidising the costs of this community service.    

Similarly, I believe the Department of Urban Services, is being unjust in its approach to the provision of taxi services to wheelchair bound passengers.

It seems the department wants the operators and drivers of WATS to bear a large portion of the cost of what is a CSO. 

A few years ago Canberra Cabs proposed a method of allocation of taxi licences that, it believed, would ensure the provision of an adequate number of taxis to serve people confined to wheelchairs. This would have entailed the sale of licences (financial commitment), and ensured a commitment to provide preference to wheelchair bound passengers.

The Department rejected this proposal and decided to issue WATS licences on lease for $1,000 per year and suggested the WATS operators should be happy to carry out the WATS work because they were provided with such a cheap taxi. They would have no equity in their business, but would be "saving" around  $25,000 in normal lease fees.

The department was told that with no equity to lose, most drivers would spend more of the time avoiding WAT work than doing it. This has proved to be the case.

What I have found disappointing is what seems to be the failure of the Department to act against operators who have appeared to ignore their obligations. I believe one or two operators have been fined and other recalcitrant owners and drivers, who have been subjects of reports from Canberra Cabs, have been left to their own devices. 

I have also been disappointed by what seem to be departmental suggestions that the blame for poor service delivery rest with the Canberra Cabs network. Previously, Canberra Cabs was simply the dispatcher of work and the agreement to give preference to wheelchair passengers was one between the individual WATs operators and the Department. I believe the new accreditation provisions shift to the network the responsibility to provide adequate WAT service. I think this is unfair when the licence conditions were agreed to between the operators and the Department. 

Despite the above, I have great sympathy for the WATS operators and drivers as they strive to provide a WAT service and make a living. Owner-drivers provide no more than about twenty five percent of the (24 hour) WAT workforce. Bailee drivers are required to make up the difference. Drivers need to make a living and are penalised severely when sent many miles to do an unprofitable hiring. They can of course refrain from driving a WAT, and many do. This makes it more difficult to provide the service.

This supports to my above suggestion that, in effect, the Department expects the operators and driers of WATs to bear a most unfair portion of the cost of a CSO.

If the drivers were paid a fair amount for the work, I believe there would be no trouble to distribute the WAT work.

In comparing taxi fares charged in other states with those charged in Canberra (an interesting exercise when one considers they are all based on cost recovery, and costs vary considerable from area to area) there is no mention of WATs charges in Melbourne where a lift fee of $5.00 applies, and (I have been told) a distance charge of $1.00 per km is applied when a WAT needs to travel further than three (?) kilometres to pick up a fare. I have also been told the lift fee is expected to be raised to $12.20 with the increase all going to the driver. 

The Victorian Government meets this CSO. This might be a worthwhile pursuit for the ACT Government.      

I would like to make further comment on the WATs situation. I believe the proposed changes to WATs driver training requirements will provide an excessive income to parasitic members of the training and upgrading industry.

I firmly believe in adequate training for any person involved in any occupation (I developed the original Canberra Cabs driver training program in 1987 and was involved with it until the year 2000). I become a bit wary when people who take themselves too seriously want to "upgrade" and "re-assess" the training of groups of people who have been trained for and who have been happily pursuing their business for any length of time. When one considers the cost of an "upgrade and assessment" and multiplies it by the number of people who are likely to be involved, one can see why these programs are pushed.    

I also believe that bureaucrats can be easily convinced of the need for accreditation upgrades because they, the bureaucrats, can feel they are engaged in a worthwhile pursuit. 

Currently, the declarations by the bureaucracy that all WATs drivers need to be re-assessed and future WATs drivers need to do a special addition to the standard taxi drivers' course is a typical example of "over milking". 

The current taxi drivers course stresses the need to treat all passengers with the utmost courtesy, includes special mention of people with various types of disability, and includes a demonstration of securing wheelchairs in a WAT. So all graduating taxi drivers know the basics.

I have driven a WAT. After I had secured my first wheelchair I was satisfied the general taxi driver's course now offered in Canberra provides appropriate training for the carriage of persons confined to a wheelchair. I believe there is nothing more an extra course could impart about the finer points of WAT driving. I have seen the curriculum for the "upgrade" and I believe it is completely unnecessary. Any driver who has passed through the drivers' course during the past twelve months will have witnessed a demonstration of the correct way to secure a wheelchair in a WAT. For a driver completely new to a WAT, an operator could explain the finer points of securing a wheelchair as easily as he/she could show a driver how to use a new meter or fill in his/her particular return slip. I have heard of complaints against drivers who have failed to secure a wheelchair properly or have claimed to have only one set of straps when asked to carry two wheel chairs. I have also heard of the occasional driver of a standard taxi who has been rude to a passenger or refused to accept a hiring. Surely these are personal faults and not due to lack of training.    

Insisting on this "upgrade" and forcing extra costs on WATs operators and their drivers will further exacerbate the difficulties experienced in manning these vehicles. Also it will be virtually impossible for a WATs operator to fill a casual vacancy if a regular drivers calls in sick. 

It might be a worthwhile pursuit for someone to properly explain why this extra "training", "money grabbing" is necessary.       

Community Benefits

I believe there is no doubt that the community benefits from healthy competition between viable service providers.

I also believe the community suffers when the viability of competitors is doubtful. It was not long ago when a Canberra Times editorial enthused about the benefits of airline competition when Impulse Airlines began servicing Canberra. Now, many people are complaining about paying such high prices for Qantas tickets. I'll guarantee the ACCC will not be able to "ping" Qantas because Qantas will be able to justify its fares on cost recovery arguments. 

There is only a certain amount of room for price competition, and when the taxi industry, to gain a fare increase, needs to be able to prove cost recovery is extremely difficult under a current fare regime, then the taxi using community is most unlikely to enjoy rate reductions.

However, the public should continue to benefit from service initiatives, efficiency gains, and

technological advances made by members of a financially committed taxi industry.

The community hardly benefited from the airline price wars, many people lost their jobs, and now we all must accept what we can get from the airline industry.

Does the taxi industry need to be similarly disrupted just to prove that the community really benefits when taxi owners have most to lose if they fail to properly respond to the needs of customers?

The desire to meet the demands of the taxi-using public has been fuelled by the desire to protect an asset as valuable as a nice house.

Would removing that incentive be a worthwhile pursuit?     

Conclusion

My wife and I have been involved in the taxi industry for many years, have put many years of hard work into it, and are still committed for a large amount of money to stay in it. If what seems to be the obsession of people like the  ICRC, some bureaucrats and other commentators is still to destroy the value of taxi licences so that fares will magically be able to be reduced, then they are partly succeeding. Since last year's application for a fare variation was mauled by the ICRC, and the previous Minister seemed to do all he could to promote the phantom threat of Yellow Cabs Canberra, the value of local taxi licences has dropped considerably. As well, service to the general public has never been better and service to people with disabilities is improving and will improve further when Canberra Cabs invests more money into a completely new radio dispatch system later this year. The only trouble is, a decent fare increase is desperately needed if the industry is to obtain anything like a fair return for its performance.

If the real intention of the administration is to keep squeezing, then taxi owners should be bought out by the Government at the top price it took for the licences in the first place.      

We could then observe another exercise of Darwinian evolution.

Any group of people in the one small business will complain amongst themselves about their returns, the administrators or government officials with whom they have to deal, or the weather. But in thirty nine years I have never seen members of the taxi industry display less confidence in their own future, especially after going through a period when the whole industry has recognised the need to make changes, to upgrade, and to anticipate future needs. After making huge investments in equipment, the industry now seems to be facing decimation at the hands of people who will listen to nothing except grand theories and regard working people simply as units of production. 
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