Senate Poverty Enquiry 

Unless full Bass Strait equalisation of both sea passengers and sea freight occurs, the whole Tasmanian economy will not be connected with the same links as all other states. Full passenger equality will drive the whole service industries sector in Tasmania. These industries contribute about 80% of the gross Tasmanian state product. 

With Commonwealth funding rising from $2.6 million to over $30 million a year, it is now up to the Tasmanian Government to introduce comprehensive sea passenger and vehicle transport equality across Bass Strait.

The Tasmanian Government has a strong obligation to extend the option of full transport equality to all sea passengers crossing Bass Strait.

Effective equalisation of the first and second passenger travelling in the well sought after 126 seats on night sailings and on occasional daylight crossings of its twin ferries are not sufficient to deliver comprehensive transport equality.

Those crossing Bass Strait ought to enjoy the same right of personal mobility across Bass Strait as is available to  those travelling interstate using the National Highway network. 

This outcome can be achieved by increasing sit-up capacity substantially and by the introduction of two additional types of non-seasonal fares.

One-way sit-up fares of $190 for up to 4 passengers, including a car, and a foot passenger fare of $47.50 would reflect full National Highway equivalence. This option can be in addition to all existing fares currently on offer. Equalised fares can be introduced using existing uncapped Federal funding and the twin ferries, each having substantial stay-up capacity and each capable of crossing twice a day.

When the Committee for Bass Strait Transport Equality (CBSTE) commenced to lobby, Bass Strait had benefited by $2.6 million a year in Commonwealth funding to pay for the purchase of a ferry. Commonwealth funding is now to exceed $30 million a year. 

Too many Tasmanian and Federal resources are now committed to Bass Strait not to achieve full equality. 

The existing “car going free” policies were not set by the Commonwealth. Equality, through what is effectively the third and fourth sit-up passenger “going free” and about a 50% reduction in the sit-up fare for foot passengers, remained a decision that finally rested with the Tasmanian Government, not its shipping operator.

All major Victorian and Tasmanian political parties had joined the well understood push for transport equality based on “highway equivalence” at a time when the Commonwealth’s Bass Strait Passenger Vehicle Equalisation Scheme (BSPVES)  funding was obtained. This equivalence was also supported by many national forums.

Tasmania already continues to benefit significantly through the vision and funding sought and obtained by the CBSTE and the National Sea Highway Committee. This funding was critical to delivery of a ferry service described by the Deputy Premier of Tasmania as “the closest thing to a highway we will probably ever see”.

Despite this, the aims of the Tasmanian tourist sector for a “car to go free” had been met, but  comprehensive non-seasonal equality had not yet been implemented.  

It was time that all Australians were now directly guaranteed their share of the Bass Strait success story.

The Committees’ vision, declared publicly as far back as 1992, included a daily twin ferry service, three-hour turnarounds, recognised that low fares with a car would be the driving force behind access, acceptance that low fares would benefit the whole Tasmanian economy and had recognised the need for comprehensive Commonwealth “highway” funding. 

This vision, including lower fares and the consequent increase in capacity, had now been demonstrated as the driver of the Bass Strait success. The vision should be applied even further.

The BSPVES continues to allow full discretion to the Tasmanian Government to ultimately control both passenger and vehicle fares. Furthermore, Government funded estimates seem to allow a conclusion that full equality may be affordable at recent Commonwealth BSPVES funding levels.

There is now every reason to deliver transport equality sought by the community and reflected in both the Keating and Howard Government’s proposals at the 1996 Federal election. 

Apart from guaranteeing the right to personal mobility between all states, further sound commercial benefits to the Victorian and Tasmanian economies could be expected. These would be based on the business certainty of competitive, high volume, “highway equivalent” access. Lower fares for two additional groups of travellers, families and foot passengers, would raise demand for travel even more and allow for further effective and prudent application of uncapped, demand driven Commonwealth funding. 

By separating the cost of a foot passenger from that of a driver and car (as cars are free), the Tasmanian Government would also show that it is prepared to offer a strong foot passenger incentive to those that need not travel with a car. Savings to Commonwealth taxpayers would be $300 return.

The matter of achieving equality should not be seen as an issue for TT Line which is required to perform within a charter set by the Tasmanian Government. Given the substantial level of the Commonwealth’s BSPVES funding, it is also now, not in the first instance, up to the Commonwealth to deliver transport fairness.

It is reasonable to expect the Premier of Tasmania to confirm that his Government will deliver comprehensive transport equality now to all crossing Bass Strait by sea.   

Peter Brohier is a Melbourne based lawyer and Chairman of the former Committee for Bass Strait Transport Equality and the former National Sea Highway Committee, the visionaries and architects behind a Bass Strait success story that has been described as “changing Tasmania forever”. 

Peter Brohier can be contacted on Ph 03 9532 8818  or 0415 941 314

