Upper Blue Mountains Rail Trail – proposal for a feasibility study
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http://www.back-in-business-physiotherapy.com/railTrail.php
Objectives
· Ascertain the cost and viability of upgrading existing infrastructure along the Railway Line between Wentworth Falls and Katoomba for walking, cycling and wheelchair use.

· Analysis of environmental impact (including contamination by bicycles and trains of the Katoomba Catchment based on comparisons of water contamination by vehicles on the Great Western Highway at Jamison Creek, Wentworth Falls and the Cox’s River at Hartley). 

· Calculation of projected economic impact of cycle tourism based on similar projects in Australia, New Zealand and Canada.

· Estimation of the impact of a Rail Trail on health (in particular Metabolic Syndrome) to the local and Sydney Based community.
· Examination of access issues with Sydney Water and ARTC. 

· Determination of a legal structure such as a Trust which may lease access rights to land owned by Sydney Water, ARTC and NPWS.
· Compile a list of Federal and State funding based on RtoR, Health, Heritage and Tourism.
The Concept
Improve the ‘connectedness’, health and economic well-being of the Upper Blue Mountains community through the opening to the public of existing space and infrastructure along the railway corridor between Wentworth Falls and Mt Victoria for recreational and commuter cycling, walking and wheelchair use.

In 2000-2001 a petition requesting the construction of an Upper Blue Mountains Rail Trail was signed by nearly 1000 people.  This petition, with 914 signatures (some pages arrived late and after submission) was sent to BMCC and the local State Minister the Honorable Bob Debus, which was forwarded by him to The Minister of Transport. The popularity of the concept is demonstrated by the fact that currently, my website receives approximately 2000 hits per month.  A random ‘google search’ of the web will verify the popularity of the site by its continuous ranking in the top 10 since 2004. 

ARTC (formerly Rail Corp) are the owners of some of the land where the proposed Rail Trail is to be constructed. Significantly, most of the Rail Trail is already situated outside the ARTC fencing. The remaining 8km, include approx 1km between Railway Pde and Glenview St (Leura - Katoomba), approx 5km between Katoomba and Railway Pde in Medlow Bath (the outer track could possibly belong to Sydney Water?!), and finally approx another 2km between Blackheath and Mt Victoria. At the latter site, Rail Corp had given special permission for climbers to use part of the track (see beautiful pictures below). It is envisaged that in those locations where ARTC is to be approached it would be on the basis of requesting the use of the outer perimeter of their property. In this manner there won't be any hindrance for maintenance work or emergency services. Finally, ownership issues could be resolved through the setting up of a trust and leasing arrangements between the trust and ARTC.  A 70 year lease was negotiated with ARTC for the Cooks River to Iron Cove GreenWay (see www.greenway.org.au)
[image: image2.png]


 [image: image3.png]oyce Rockelimbing Area
Public Access Points





http://www.back-in-business-physiotherapy.com/railTrail.php
[image: image4.png]7

red line indicates bwy
black line indicates railway line
bioken red line is the rail service track





As can be seen, the majority of the track exists as gravel or quiet back roads which are ideal for cycle touring. In built up areas, such as Katoomba the route is on a road with a low speed limit. In contrast, the highway is a high speed corridor catering for high volumes of traffic including heavy trucks and semi-trailers. 

Cost
The track is approximately 30km long. Australian committees are constructing reasonable quality gravel trails for $20,000/km, so costs could vary from this and the $100,000 stated by the RTA, depending on quality desired. The upper figure suggests the use of poured concrete. Recently, the Queensland Government pledged $3.6 million dollars for the development of a 157km Rail Trail in the Brisbane Valley (January 2007). The $20,000/km correlates with the Brisbane Valley proposal. Hence, it is likely that an even lower figure represents the true cost, as we are only asking for fencing, signage and the upgrading of the surface of the already existing gravel track between Mt Victoria and Leura. The surface of similar Rail Trails is made from fine gravel ballast which is permeable to rain and becomes more solid with use.  Maintenance is thus much cheaper as gravel ballast doesn’t crack like concrete. Furthermore, the Queensland estimate includes weed control which in our case is currently undertaken by ARTC. However, to maintain an even gradient and to reduce the risk of any water contamination, a foot/cycle bridge near the Katoomba end of the Medlow Bath section may be appropriate which, based on Queensland estimates may cost in the vicinity of $500,000 - $700, 000. From Leura to Wentworth Falls a concrete path may be more appropriate. Yet, here again, a concrete path already exists from Wentworth Falls shops past Blue Mountains Grammar and TAFE. Similarly, a partial bike track exists past Korowal school. 

In 2002, the State Government pledged to build a cycle track along the Highway where upgrading is occurring.  Why can’t this cycle track be the proposed Rail Trail?
Recuperation of Cost = Return on Investment
· Real Estate prices increase in areas close to a Rail Trail 

See: http://www.brucefreemanrailtrail.org/trail_plans/rail_trail_studies.html
· In 2004/2005 total expenditure by cycle tourists was $213,799,680.-
See: http://www.bikesa.asn.au/cycletourism/pdf/CRC%20Report%201.pdf
· La Trobe University Associate Professor Sue Beeton has released the results of a  study into the economic effects of Regional Communities and Cycling. Results indicated that in 2006 the average cyclist spends a total of $258.- per person per day ! This is up from $203.- in 2003. Additionally, it was found that the 8300 Easter visitors alone contributed $2,141,400 to the local community. This represented 21.6 F/T jobs being created by the Easter visitations.




· based on this figure alone, my estimate of return on investment through 10%GST, personal tax (21.6 F/t jobs) and 30% Business Tax is in the vicinity of $250 000 - $400 000 in just 4 days!
The report concludes 

"Rail Trails provide outstanding opportunities for tourism and recreation, and can encourage outdoor activities and exercise due to the relatively gentle nature of the gradients and the attractive places many pass through. They also provide economic opportunities for the local host communities as well as the increased pride ‘showing your place’ to visitors creates. However they require not only funds to be developed, but significant maintenance support. In addition, local businesses and communities need to proactively develop, manage and promote the Trails to their markets. Successful tourism does not simply happen – it must be planned for and managed for the long term."

See: http://www.railtrails.org.au/news/news.php3?news&200&/
· Australian Cyclist (Aug 2003) reported that cyclists spend over $CAD95 million ($AUD104 million) annually along the Route Verte in Canada.  The Canadian Governments annual report explains that this represents around 2000 jobs and revenues of $CAD15.1 million for the Government of Quebec and $CAD11.9 million for the Government of Canada. 
See: http://www.back-in-business-physiotherapy.com.au/rv-sept2004_en.pdf
Cost Savings in Health

· Morbidity from lack of exercise begins in youth!
· According to Australian Cyclist (March 07) 52% of Australian Women and 67% of Australian Men are overweight (BMI>25) or obese (BMI>30).

· One in five children or adolescents is either overweight or obese. From 1985 to 1995 the number of overweight 7 - 15 year olds doubled, and the prediction is 65% will be overweight or obese by 2020

· Almost one in four Australians aged 25 years and over has diabetes or a condition of impaired glucose metabolism. Impaired glucose metabolism is associated with a substantially increased immediate risk of heart disease as well as an increased risk of diabetes in the future.

· Arthritis and other musculoskeletal conditions cost $4.7 billion to treat in 2000-1 and caused more disability than any other medical condition, affecting 34% of all people with a disability.  In the same year cardiovascular disease cost $5.5billion dollars.  Both these conditions can be prevented or alleviated through lifestyle changes, which includes regular exercise.
· Comparative Scandinavian versus USA population studies (using émigré Scandinavians) demonstrate that participation in regular exercise enhances longevity and places lesser demands on their health care systems.
See: http://www.back-in-business-physiotherapy.com/bluemountainsrailtrailadvocacay.php
Conclusion
Exercise which is enjoyable and convenient is more likely to become a routine commitment.  Cycling offers the great opportunity for graded physical activity.  Moreover, when increased weight, or osteo-arthritis is involved then a non-weight bearing form of exercise is likely to gain acceptance by the general population.  Furthermore, the grade of a Railway line obviates the need to negotiate steep inclines, which could also prove a disincentive to cycling. 

Regular exercise, every 72 hours, not only reduces the risk or severity of diabetes, it also is essential in combating sarcopenia.  Sarcopenia is muscle wasting associated with sedentary lifestyles and commences in the 4th decade of life. Muscle protein is an important source of amino acids for our immune system.  Muscle protein also acts as a sink for several hormones, including insulin.  The loss of muscle bulk, therefore not only reduces mobility and independence, but furthermore increases the risk of diabetes as well as increasing the risk of succumbing to immune related diseases.
Funding is likely to come from existing RtoR sources.  Additionally, the Federal Government is committed to prophylactic health initiatives.  Ride to School campaigns also attracts Federal Government funding. Since, the project is along a National Highway and has further national significance in the form of World Heritage, Tourism and important historical European and Aboriginal Cultural issues, other forms of Federal Government funding should be forthcoming. Carbon Trading may also apply.
It is envisaged that a feasibility study has the depth and scope to examine all of these issues.
See: http://www.back-in-business-physiotherapy.com/BlueMountainsRailTrail.pdf
