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1
 INTRODUCTION

As I feel that a submission to your inquiry requires an experience and expertise that I may not have I will leave the submission of a detailed pricing structure to others within the industry, i.e. Directors of Canberra Cabs, who hopefully, will have the time and the resources to prepare such a submission in great detail. As I am a WATS operator, who like the disabled, are in the minority, I will therefore, try to limit, my submission to some comments of a general nature concentrating mainly on my experiences in operating a WATS vehicle. 

Also the compilation of this submission has taken a considerable amount of my time, (both working and free) which has prevented me from driving and so earning an income and has impacted on my family life. This should not be so. 

2
 My qualifications
I have been a taxi driver in the ACT from July 1976, a period of just over 25 years. In that time I have had an enormous amount of experience from many sides of the taxi industry as;

A driver for an owner of a taxi plate.

A lessor, leasing a plate.

An owner operator of one taxi.

An operator of disabled taxis for a brief time in the early 90’s.

An owner leasing out a plate.

An owner operator of three taxis, including a station wagon.

An operator of a wheelchair accessible taxi.


Current operator of a WATS and a standard taxi

Current member TRAG subcommittee on disabled transport


Current chairman, WATS operators group.

3
TAXI COSTING AND PRICING MODEL

I believe that the figure for a vehicle operating of 206,000km per annum is highly overstated. Especially for a WATS vehicle. Currently my wife owns a standard taxi and I am operating a WATS vehicle. The standard car has only done about 160,000 km per annum while in the first year of operations the WATS vehicle only did 135,000km. This low figure was not caused by lack of trying but basically due to a lack of drivers and jobs. During the year I often advertised for drivers, but each time I would have been lucky to receive 3 or 4 replies. Every person who responded I offered to train. Only two or so people persevered long enough to get their taxi licence. Only one is now driving. A number of drivers have also said to me that they will not drive the WATS vehicle but will drive a standard taxi. Also, a number of drivers are not really suitable to drive the WATS as it does take a special sort of driver to operate one of these vehicles. Also, there seems to have been a huge decrease in the number of jobs available per car. So consequently kilometers driven by taxis is down considerably.

There has been no provision made for the extra costs associated with operating a WATS vehicle. Some of these additional costs are


$1,000 per annum lease fee 


Higher capital cost of the vehicle


Higher insurance costs


Proposed training costs over and above standard training


Higher base fees

It is impossible to set fares for a two year period as costs, such as fuel, tyres, repairs registration and insurance are increasing on a yearly basis or in many cases even on a weekly basis. Also, rates are determined on a historical basis for the period prior to the one now in, while costs are for actual period, and so, in effect, rates are a full twelve months behind.

Currently, I believe a driver employed under a union award receives approx $11.57 per hour. Whether this is for a 40-hour week I am unsure. But it is definitely not a 55-hour week. And at the same time he also receives overtime payments, holiday pay, superannuation, long service, and sick pay. This needs to be addressed in the taxi costing and pricing model.

There is also no provision in the bailee drivers’ only figures to allow someone to do the bookwork. Or do you envisage taxis operate themselves with no one needed to do shift rostering, maintence scheduling, income recording, breakdown repairs, and GST reporting.

I also notice that my accountant’s fee alone is more then the $2205 then the office/miscellaneous expenses then is in the pricing model, with no provision for other costs.

I hope that Canberra Cabs, when producing their costing and pricing model, can also adapt it to show the figures for a WATS.

3.1
Plate values

To provide a proper informed service to the public you need a certain continuity of operators and to do this you need an incentive for anyone to own a taxi plate. The industry needs owners/operators committed to a viable taxi industry so as to provide a service of reasonable quality, otherwise with no incentive to own a plate, the industry would become very disjointed, fly by night operators would appear, take advantage of an unsuspecting public then disappear for a while only to re appear, an so continue a downward slide of poor service and consumers abuses.

Without taxi values being taken into account there is no incentive for any one to own a taxi plate, or to invest in the industry. Why own a plate if you are only going to make the same money as a driver but with a lot more headaches?

Whilst taking the above into consideration there is not a fair and just way of factoring plate values into a fare structure, as this would place an unfair burden on taxi passengers. 

Therefore I believe that if taxi owners are receiving a fair and reasonable return for their endeavours then plate values will be assessed by the market place at large. 

3.2
NETWORK FEES

It is stated that Yellow Cabs proposed network fees approx 30% cheaper then Canberra Cabs 

Whether this will be their fee, or even if they can sustain it, is a matter for conjecture.

3.3 OTHER COST ITEMS

I doubt if Yellow Cabs will be able to supply any extra information on efficiency savings then is already being supplied by Canberra Cabs.

4
FARE STRUCTURE AND MAXIMUM FARES

I feel that the fare structure currently in place for standard fares is fair and reasonable. Whilst it is difficult to attract drivers, it is even more difficult to attract drivers for the night and weekend shifts. The fact that drivers receive a higher rate for nighttime and weekend work is often the only incentive for some drivers to do these shifts. If the fare structure was changed to provided a higher flagfall but same rate as days then there would be many complaints from passengers upon seeing the high flagfall. And drivers would discriminate against longer fares, as they would make more money from the shorter fares. There also would be a discrepancy in the fares paid by longer passengers, which would in effect be cheaper, per kilometer, then for shorter trips.

In regard to WATS, the fare structure is very unreasonable. I do not have the time, or the expertise, to prepare a costing or pricing model for WATS. Off the top of my head I would say that it is costing me somewhere between $5000 and $10000 per annum to keep my WATS vehicle on the road. Given that there is less then 2 WATS hirings per day per WATS vehicle or only about 666 jobs per year per vehicle then it is costing me about $10 per every WATS job done.

It would be grossly unfair and impractical to increase charges for WATS across the board because when a WATS vehicle is carrying out a standard hiring, which is by far the majority of fares, there is no difference for the passenger between it and a standard taxi carrying out the same hiring. So the passenger would not be prepared to pay a higher rate when a standard taxi would be available.

As stated on page 3 of the HREOC report of 21 November 2001 “inaccessibility of publicly provided transport modes present a reason why funding responsibility for accessible taxi service should be completely accepted by government as a public good”. At the moment drivers are funding this transport by driving unpaid kms and being unpaid carers, loading, unloading and pushing passengers into their homes. Operators are funding this by higher costs and greater wear and tear on the vehicles.

Therefore, I feel, that there should be a surcharge of $20 (a lift fee) for all WAT hirings. This $20 would be split, with half going to the driver and half going to the operator. This would recompense the driver for the extra time taken in traveling to, and carrying out a WATS hiring and also recompense the operator for the extra costs involved. This $20 surcharge should be paid for by the government as part of it’s social responsibility, and should not be left to the operators of these WATS vehicles to shoulder the communities’ responsibilities.

Alternatively, a new fare rate could be introduced for WATS hirings. This would be done by a separate rate on the meter, just as HOTS and night rates are now done. This higher rate would replace the $20 lift fee proposed, but the overall return to the vehicle, and thus the driver, should be about the same.

Of course to really remove discrimination against disabled passengers a third alternative would be for all ACTION buses to have wheelchair capabilities! Independent wheelchair bound people could then catch route buses thus freeing up WATS taxis for passengers who are totally dependent on them for the extra care and attention provided by taxi drivers.

5
COMPETITION POLICY

There already exists competition between taxis. Having a second network will not change the basic premise that all taxis compete against all other taxis for the available work.

There is also competition by taxis with various other modes of transport e.g.

Buses

Private cars

Com-car

Total Care Buses

Walking

Bike riding

Hire cars

Specific club buses

Dial a driver

Some of these alternate modes of transport are publicly funded, or receive direct, or indirect subsidies. 

As well there already exists competition between Canberra Cabs and Queanbeyan Taxis. Canberra Cabs does not have a monopoly on the taxi market in the ACT. It may have a monopoly on the supply of network services in the ACT but given Queanbeyan’s role in Canberra this is debatable.

With base fees of $11,854 P.A. it’s only 7.45% of Total Operating Expenses according to your figures. Assuming Yellow Cabs Canberra charges to be 30% cheaper, which is highly debatable, and then their charges would be $8,298 P.A. Or 5.21% of total operating expenses. A difference of only 2.2 %, which in the scheme of things is not very great and certainly not such an important issue to justify the creation of another network just for “competition for competition sake”, especially after the ENRON debacle in the USA where deregulation was proposed to provide the best possible outcome for all concerned but will end up costing consumers and taxpayers billions of dollars.

As taxis are owned by indivual owners, not companies, competition already exists in the Canberra taxi market with every taxi driver competing with every other taxi driver for the available work. What network they belong to is immaterial, more so if offload conditions did apply.

In fact, creating another network, may increase waiting times as potential customers would ring both taxis companies for the same trip and then take the first taxi to arrive. Thus tying up two taxis and reducing taxi availability to other passengers, not to mention the increase in expenses to both owners. 

6
Section 20 of the act

It is interesting that in your issues paper you only mention service standards for WATS hirings and for standard fares. What about the other non standard hirings such as 


Station wagons jobs


Five seater jobs

Five seater wagons jobs

 
HOTS jobs

Why weren’t response times for these, other than standard jobs, examined?

I would imagine that if response times for these jobs were looked at separately then they would probably be similar to the response times for WATS jobs. I feel that the response times for any non standard fare, be it a station wagon, a five seater, a five seater wagon, or a HOTS are outside service standards when taken independently of standard hirings. Maybe it would be more realistic to have separate benchmark figures for all non-standard jobs, including WATS.

7
CONCLUSION

It is almost impossible to have the same service standards for WATS vehicle as opposed to standard taxis because there are only 26 vehicles to service the whole of Canberra and Queanbeyan compared to approx 260 vehicles capable of doing standard work.

As a consequence of this, the average distance a WATS taxi has to travel to cover a WATS hiring is approx at least 4, or more, times greater then the distance traveled by a taxi covering a standard hiring. Naturally this means that it takes 4 or more times longer to drive this distance. The only guaranteed way to ensure that wats response times are similar to standard taxis would be to have all taxis in the ACT wheelchair accessible. This then would impact on the elderly passenger who wishes to maintain their independence and not have to rely on a wheel chair. These people find it very difficult to clamber up into a non standard taxi. Also, other passengers, for various reasons, do prefer a standard vehicle. And the cost of converting the entire fleet to wheelchair accessible would mean that consumers would pay a significant amount more then is necessary. But with the incentive of the lift fee, it is hoped that drivers feel that they are being adequately remunerated for their endeavours and will actively pursue the wheelchair work.

Therefore we need a mix of vehicles capable of performing different duties, but realizing that standard taxi work is by far and away the major way that taxis make their income. Combined with a lift fee of sufficient value so that drivers would actively seek out WATS hirings as against the present situation where there exists a financial penalty for doing WATS work.

And as consequent to this we may have to concede that response times for non-standard taxis fares can never be the same as for a standard fare. 

Pat O’Brien 

30th January 2002

P.S. preparing and writing this submission has taken my wife and I a considerable number of unpaid hours. This is in addition to all the lobbying that I have been forced to undertake to maintain a viable business. Should these hours be taken into account under the costing and pricing model?
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