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POLICY BRIEF: THREE SUSTAINABLE TRANSPORT 
WINS FOR AUSTRALIAN STATES AND TERRITORIES

Australian states and territories 
have the opportunity to be a leader 
in addressing the nation’s fastest-
growing source of emissions:  
personal transport.1 

Implementing our three priority 
policies will deliver significant health, 
economic and employment benefits 
- while helping states achieve their 
emissions-reduction targets. 
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1. ALLOCATE APPROPRIATE BUDGET FOR PUBLIC TRANSPORT, 
WALKING AND BIKE-RIDING IN LINE WITH UNITED NATIONS 
STANDARDS AND THE PUBLIC’S NEEDS 
 
What does this look like? 

 › Increase the state budgetary spend on active transport in line with best practice as 

soon as possible: allocating 20% of the total transport budget.2

 › Ensure spending for public transport is at least 50% of the total state transport budget.

 › Fund projects and implement policies that increase public and active transport use - 

see the Climate Council’s sustainable transport policy recommendations.3

Why?

 › Personal road transport (cars and other forms of road transport focussed on moving 

people, rather than freight) - contributes to around half the transport sector’s 

greenhouse gas pollution.4 

 › To better serve communities and achieve climate targets, Australia’s personal 

transport system must shift from the current car-centric, polluting model to one that 

prioritises walking, cycling and public transport options. This can only be achieved 

with an appropriate budget commitment. 

 › It is estimated that for every $1 of public funding invested in active transport 

infrastructure there is a $2 return for the community.5 

 › Sustainable transport is a major job creator, with 12-15 jobs created for every $1 

million invested in active transport and Electric Vehicle (EV) charging infrastructure.6 

 › Cars are the most expensive mode of travel, costing society 86c for every passenger 

kilometre, compared with rail (the cheapest) at 47c and buses at 57c.7 Note: this is even 

lower in the case of zero-emission buses.

 › Australia has some of the widest roads in the world, which are perfect for retrofitting 

bike lanes.8

 › Road congestion costs the Australian economy $38.8 billion annually.9 Encouraging 

people towards active and public transport, and away from private vehicles, is a more 

effective solution to congestion and associated costs than road expenditure.10 11 

 › Replacing polluting internal combustion vehicles with EVs is important but by itself 

will not solve our transport challenges.
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CASE STUDY: INVEST IN WALKING AND CYCLING 
INFRASTRUCTURE, AND BEHAVIOUR CHANGE WILL FOLLOW 

In releasing its 2021 budget, Ireland legislated 

that 10% of the transport budget would be 

spent on cycling infrastructure and 10% on 

pedestrian infrastructure annually for the 

government’s lifetime.12 The funding increase 

on active transport has already resulted in 800 

new projects being approved in 2021, including 

a series of one-way traffic systems and contra-

flow cycle lanes, 70km of new or improved cycle 

lanes, 47km of new or upgraded footpaths and 

10km of additional greenways.13 Greenways 

are car-free pathways stretching across the 

landscape, connecting towns or landmarks, 

enjoyed by cyclists and walkers.14 

Further, more than half the transport budget 

(53%) will be invested in public transport, to 

improve journey times and enhance reliability, 

and electrifying the urban rail and buses fleets.15 
16 The boost in active and public transport 

investment is expected to result in an additional 

500,000 walking, cycling and public transport 

trips this decade.17

Australian states spend less than 2% of their 

transport budget on active transport (walking 

and cycling),18 which is well below international 

standards and community expectations. States 

and territories have a chance to set themselves 

apart by bringing expenditure in line with United 

Nations standards and the public’s needs.
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2.   
 ENCOURAGING ELECTRIC BIKE (E-BIKE) UPTAKE

 What does this look like? 

 › Offer a 30% rebate (up to $1500) for the purchase of an e-bike (including e-cargo bikes) 

for personal use, applied at the point of purchase to enable e-bikes to be accessible to 

more people.

 › Provide zero or low interest loans, made possible through a concessional financing 

scheme with a finance partner. This is a low-cost approach, removing the upfront 

capital barrier for purchases on not just e-bikes but home energy efficiency upgrades 

and EVs as well.

 › Partner with councils to operate e-bike borrowing programs (see case study in box 

below). 

 › Introduce free or cheap access to an e-bike community library to social housing 

estates.

Why?

 › E-bikes and e-cargo bikes can be used by more social groups (including women, 

children, people aged over 40 and people in outer suburbs) compared to non-

motorised bikes.19 Further, they can be used for a greater variety of trips such as 

the school drop-off and grocery shopping. This is because e-bikes enable riders to 

overcome barriers of conventional bikes, including long distances, steep hills and 

greater physical effort from carrying heavier loads such as equipment, groceries,  

and kids.

 › Current Australian rebates on EVs exclude e-bikes20 but purchase price remains one 

of the main barriers to e-bike uptake.21

 › E-bikes help reduce congestion, road traffic crashes, and parking frustration.

 › E-bikes help create connected, agile and physically active communities. 

 › E-bikes produce only a tenth the greenhouse gas emissions of electric cars22 and can 

support states and territories to transition from fossil fuel dependent cars to an e-fleet. 

 › Recent modelling shows a return on investment of $2.61 and $3.11 for each dollar 

invested in $1000 and $500 e-bike rebates respectively.23

 › Purchasing e-bikes via a rebate is accessible and affordable for lower-income earners.
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STATE GOVERNMENTS CAN SET THE WHEELS 
IN MOTION FOR HIGH E-BIKE OWNERSHIP

ACT residents can try an e-bike before they 

buy, thanks to the Canberra Electric Bike 

Library (supported by the ACT Government).24 

Within 12 months of launching, several 

hundred Canberrans had participated in the 

trial, with 82% indicating their intention to 

purchase an e-bike, and 37% buying one almost 

immediately after their loan period.25 Due to 

popular demand, the library service has been 

extended 12 months.26 Each e-bike prevents up 

to 50 kilometres of car trips a week per rider, 

demonstrating a simple and effective way 

the ACT can significantly reduce congestion, 

pollution and emissions.27 

Around the world, government incentives to 

drive e-bike uptake across Sweden, Germany, 

Austria, and the UK have seen increased rates of 

active travel, reduced rates of transport-related 

emissions, and increased participation from new 

female riders.28 
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3.  CONVERT THE STATE’S BUS FLEET TO CLEAN,  
QUIET AND ZERO-EMISSION BUSES

 What does this look like? 

 › Ensure all new buses are zero-emissions by 2024 (battery electric buses (BEB) 

powered by renewable energy).

 › Replace the state / territory entire bus fleet with zero-emission buses by 2030, 

partnering with councils and private operators where required.

 › Contract local manufacturers wherever possible by working with industry to 

support local electric bus manufacturing capabilities.

 Why?

 › Zero-emission buses are quieter, smoother and do not impact local air quality with 

dangerous pollution, unlike their diesel counterparts. This change would save 

governments millions in health and environmental damage.29 30

 › Zero-emission buses are significantly more cost-effective to run due to lower 

maintenance and refuelling costs (totaling 72% less annual expenditure compared 

to conventional buses).31 For example, the Chicago Transit Authority found the 

estimated savings in fuel costs for each zero emission bus is approximately 

AUD$36,000 annually, or AUD$430,000 over each bus’ 12-year lifespan.32

 › Replacing just one conventional bus with a zero-emission bus saves approximately 

73 tonnes of carbon dioxide emissions per year.33 

 › States and territories can spearhead local electric vehicle manufacturing by 

investing in zero emission buses. Establishing facilities that can be retooled for 

future electric vehicle production and maintenance will support local economies 

and create jobs.

 › Ordering in bulk (or facilitating an aggregation model between local governments 

and manufacturers) will lock-in the benefits of economies of scale including: 

reducing the cost per unit, boosting private investor confidence, and establishing 

supply chains and network economies early. Historically, Australian manufacturers 

have been assemblers and body-builders, with key parts imported. Ramping up local 

manufacturing provides states the opportunity to build and export components.34

 › Kick-starting zero-emission bus manufacturing also has the potential to stimulate 

domestic use of critical mineral deposits required for electric buses and electric 

vehicles.35

 › The public is calling for electric buses. A 2021 Climate of the Nation Poll found that 

three in four people support fully electrifying the state bus fleet.36
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ZERO EMISSION BUSES ARE ROLLING OUT - AT HOME AND AROUND THE GLOBE 

Zero-emission bus targets:  
NSW is setting the standard

NSW is setting the standard when it comes to 

zero-emission buses, pledging that all new buses 

will be zero-emissions by 2025 and the entire bus 

fleet by 2030. The NSW Government predicts it 

will save $1-2 billion in health and environmental 

costs by replacing all diesel buses.37 

Bus users all over the  
world are going electric

Cities across the globe are switching to electric, 

with more than 600,000 zero-emission buses on 

the road today.38 In fact, Bloomberg anticipates 

that half the world’s buses will be zero-emission 

by 2025.39 More than 34 cities have committed 

to only purchasing zero-emission buses from 

2025, sending a clear market signal to accelerate 

electric bus manufacturing in the coming 

years.40 Madrid, Athens, Mexico City and Paris 

have pledged to ban diesel buses from city 

centres by 2025.41
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Australian states and territories can be 
leaders in zero-emissions transport 
- or will risk missing the bus on 
emissions reductions and economic 
outcomes for communities. 
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The Climate Council acknowledges the Traditional Custodians of the lands 
on which we live, meet and work. We wish to pay our respects to Elders 
past, present and emerging and recognise the continuous connection of 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples to Country. 

The Climate Council is an 
independent, crowd-funded 
organisation providing quality 
information on climate change 
to the Australian public.
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