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1. INTRODUCTION

We would like to thank the Independent Competition and Regulatory Commission for the opportunity to have input to the determination of prices for taxi services in the ACT. 

We would also like it noted that we formally requested assistance through the WAT Committee from the ICRC in preparing this submission but unfortunately it was rejected, the reason for the request for assistance was that unlike the ICRC we are not in the business of preparing such submissions and reports and receive no funding from the government to prepare our input to this enquiry. It would be most unfortunate if the ICRC were to dismiss any issue raised by this, or any other submission due to our inability to put our opinions forward clearly to the Commission.

We operate a number of taxis in the ACT including one WAT, our interest in this review is due to the declining profitability of our business and in particular the lack of profitability of the WAT vehicle in our fleet. We fail to see how the WAT we operate can be sustained in this manner and we do not intend to continue the service once the debt on the vehicle has been discharged, this is also the view of a number of other WAT operators we have spoken with.

It is for this reason we believe that this pricing review in particular should review the viability of WAT operators so the issues can be addressed before service levels begin to deteriorate. 

2. TAXI COSTING AND PRICING MODEL

We noted that in the final determination of taxi fares for 2001/2003 that the ICRC identified that the model put forward does not relate to the WAT segment of the fleet and that this has not been included in the issues paper. We believe that this enquiry should take into account the viability of all taxis in the ACT including WATs. Unfortunately we do not have the resources to complete a model for a WAT, but have been told that Canberra Cabs will be submitting a model and we look forward to the opportunity to comment on that model. We would hope the WAT costing and pricing model would reflect the increased costs of items such as vehicle capital costs and comprehensive insurance to name some as well as the reduced income.

The reduced income of a WAT is due to the fact that there is constantly a shortfall in the number of drivers required to drive all available taxis in the ACT and when a driver has the choice between a standard taxi and a WAT the driver invariably opts for the standard vehicle. The reason the driver prefers the standard taxi is due to the fact that a WAT has a reduced income and therefore a lower return to the driver. There are a number of factors that contribute to the reduction in income of a WAT, these include travelling longer than usual distances to arrive at a pickup point for some wheelchair hiring, resistance from the general public to use a WAT when it is on a rank, and the significant number of radio bookings that request no maxi.

We hope that a costing and pricing model for a WAT will remove the ability for some to make generalisations in regard to the viability of a WAT such as,

“The viability of these licences is supported by the fact that over 100 applications have been received each time WAT licences have been made available”.

And produce an accurate view of the average viability of WAT operators in the ACT.

2.1 Plate values

WAT plates are not transferable therefore there is no value attached to the plate or licences. This creates a disincentive for a person to operate a WAT licence for a substantial portion of their working life given the fact that these vehicles do not create an income that allows for them to make provision for their retirement.

The main incentive for an operator of a WAT to operate his vehicle through financially difficult times and in accordance with the WAT licence agreement at this point in time is that he will suffer hardship should the licence be removed before the debt on the vehicle has been reduced. Therefore it could be expected that once the debt is reduced so is the incentive to operate at a loss for a period of time or comply with the WAT licence. However if the licence itself had a value than the incentives would be more consistent.

We believe there should be consideration given to making the WAT plate transferable to provide a stronger incentive to comply with the WAT licence and to allow an operator to make some provision for their long term future, we note that this is the arrangement in other states.

2.2 Network fees

When considering the merits of a network it is important to not only look at the fees being charged but also the service levels provided to the operators of the taxis. Items such as the number of radio hiring’s that are made available to the fleet or market share, and services such as insurance at a reasonable cost.

It has been suggested in the past that an off load system would overcome the inequity of the radio hiring’s between networks, this is a myth due to the fact that the only time that hiring’s are left available in the system and liable for off loading is at peaks which represent a very small percentage of the week and in fact there are times of the year where a peak may not appear for weeks at a time.

Canberra Cabs are no longer the sole provider of taxi network systems in the ACT, as Queanbeyan Taxis now operate in the ACT. It would be expected that if Queanbeyan Taxis could provide the same level of service as Canberra Cabs at a reduced cost to the operator of a WAT that a number would have moved to the Queanbeyan Taxis network, this does not seem to have occurred.

We also note that Yellow Cabs in a letter to WAT operators offered network fees of $840.00 per four week cycle, and after taking into account trading rebates does not produce any substantial saving on the fees being charged by Canberra Cabs, given that the service provided by Yellow Cabs would be based in Brisbane and therefore would enjoy larger economies of scale than a locally based network it would appear that the levels of base fees charged by Canberra Cabs are not excessive for a locally based service. We also believe that the vast majority of taxi operators and taxi customers would prefer the superior service that can only be delivered by a network with vast local knowledge. 

2.3 Other cost items

The Commission states that it “has been highly reliant on Canberra Cabs for cost, revenue and operational information” and would welcome other sources of information. We think it unfortunate that after the release date of the issues paper that the Commission did not promote this enquiry through the number of information letters distributed to the industry from the Department of Urban Services. This may have produced some of the useful information for the Commission from sources other than Canberra Cabs.

2.4 Drivers Income

We stated earlier in this submission that there is a constant shortfall in the number of drivers required to fill all the shifts in the ACT taxi fleet and that this contributes to the reduced income of a WAT. It would appear to us that if you cannot attract significant drivers to the industry that the present level of reward for drivers is inadequate. It would be to the benefit of the operator if all shifts could be filled as this would increase profitability and would have the added benefit of improved service levels due to more WAT vehicles being available for hire at any given time. We would request the commission take this into account in their determination.

3. FARE STRUCTURE AND MAXIMUM FARES FOR 2000/01

We note with concern the intention of the Commission to look at altering the fare structure in the ACT, to increase the flag fall and not the kilometre rate. This would have the effect of increasing the cost of short trips and decreasing the cost of longer trips. 

While the Commissions view may have some merit it fails to consider the fact that the longer the trip in kilometres the longer the trip in time and therefore the higher kilometre rate compensates the driver according to the time spent providing the service. In other words we believe that a driver that is engaged on a trip for forty-five minutes should be compensated more than a driver that is engaged on a trip for five minutes, the present system achieves this through a higher kilometre rate.

Another concern is that a higher flag fall would have a large impact on the parts of the community that can least afford it. People such as unemployed, pensioners and the disabled who generally take short trips in their local area rely on taxi services the most at the very times that the Commission suggests increasing the cost of the flag fall. This is due to the lack of alternative transport options provided by the community at these times such as buses. It would be expected that people on the Government Taxi Subsidy Scheme would require larger subsidies to overcome these inequities.

4. COMPETITION POLICY

It is our view that Competition Policy is flawed in the respect that it assumes that all customers have total knowledge of the service they are seeking. As part of the former Governments response to the Freehills Report, Queanbeyan Taxis are now allowed to operate within the ACT, Queanbeyan Taxis also charges rates that in our opinion appear to be higher than Canberra Cabs in most instances, do the promoters of Competition Policy and the former Government honestly believe that a customer engaging a taxi from the rank at the airport or a city rank in the early hours of the morning are aware that the fares being charged by Queanbeyan Taxis differ from those being charged by Canberra Cabs? Should one of these customers have a complaint against a driver of a taxi from another jurisdiction whom do they direct the complaint to? Should the Department of Urban Services wish to stop a particular driver from operating within the ACT from another jurisdiction how would they police this?

It is our opinion that the public benefits lost due to Queanbeyan Taxis operating in the ACT are substantial and erode the ability of the industry to deliver an acceptable level of service to the ACT community.

5. SECTION 20 OF THE ACT

We note that the terms of reference for the review requires the Commission to take into account an appropriate rate of return on any investment in the regulated industry (para d).

We as WAT operators have invested a large amount of time and effort in creating a service for the disabled community in Canberra. From the time the licence was issued in December 1999 we have worked with the Department of Urban Services and Canberra Cabs to improve the service, there have been many long meetings of the WAT Committee to firstly identify the problems and then attempts to find solutions. It is unfortunate that the only return we have had is criticism from the Department on isolated incidents and over figures that we believe do not accurately show the true service levels enjoyed by the disabled community in the ACT.

It is our opinion that the service to the disabled community has dramatically improved since the first licence release in 1999. This has been achieved by the WAT Committee and the taxi network working to establish a dispatch system and monitoring procedure for the WAT fleet. In fact Canberra Cabs fund the micro management of the WAT fleet to the benefit of the disabled community in the ACT. It is unfortunate that the Department of Urban Services has been intent on implementing requirements that impede the operation of these vehicles such as a two tier licensing system and attempting to force all WAT operators to join an unknown taxi network.

At this time there has been no return to the operators of the WAT fleet for their investment into the industry and we would hope that the Commission would consider this in their review.
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