
0 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

What Does Our Transport System Make Us Capable Of?’ 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Sophie Sturup 
Xi’an Jiaotong-Liverpool University, Department of Urban Planning and Design 

sophie.sturup@xjtlu.edu.cn 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
State of Australian Cities Conference and PhD Symposium  

30th November – 5th December, 2019 
Perth, Western Australia 
www.soac2019.com.au  

mailto:sophie.sturup@xjtlu.edu.cn
http://www.soac2019.com.au/


1 
 

What does our transport system make us capable of? 
 

Sophie Sturup 
Xi’an Jiaotong-Liverpool University, Department of Urban Planning and Design 

 
Abstract: In all countries the selection of a modal split, and how investment in transport infrastructure 
is directed, creates opportunities for some and not for others.  But even for those it creates opportunities 
for it creates certain kinds of opportunities and closes down others.  Inspired by a paper recently 
delivered in Melbourne on the impact of private car based transport systems on children and the rights 
of the child presented by Hulya Gilbert (University of South Australia), this paper expands work 
presented via poster presentation at the Melbourne Social Equity conference in 2014 (Sturup and 
Ahmed, 2014 unpublished). The paper explores the impact of private car based transport systems (such 
as are fully developed in Melbourne) on those capabilities defined by Nussbaum (2011) as essential to 
measuring an equitable and flourishing human life.  In doing so the paper raises questions about the 
relative performance of car based transport systems in creating the kind of life that our various 
statements about human rights, and indeed the supposed benefits of car based transport, imply we are 
committed to creating. 
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Introduction 
This paper is an inquiry into the way that car based transport systems impact human flourishing. In 
asking ‘what does our transport system make us capable of?’ my intention is to take up the opportunity 
afforded by a capabilities approach and call into question whether the least worst option (car based 
travel) we have settled for actually forwards something that we might call human flourishing. I ask what 
capabilities a car based transport system supports and which it does not. This is a significant departure 
from the way that the capabilities approach has been used to think about transport and concepts such 
as social exclusion and accessibility (Cass, Shove, & Urry, 2005; Currie et al., 2009; Hickman, Cao, 
Lira, Fillone, & Biona, 2017; Lucas, 2012).  The difference lies in two directions.  Firstly, I am attempting 
to bring into the discussion issues relating to the consequences of the car itself (in addition to issues of 
the system and what it allows us to access) on human flourishing.  Secondly, in making this expansion 
I am expanding the question to include all those effected by the transport system, that is, car drivers 
themselves. 
 
There are several motivations behind these proposed expansions.  First there is a wide body of literature 
which demonstrates the impact of cars and car based transport systems. This literature documents a 
litany of destruction (pollution (local and global), deaths and maiming, obesity, reduced walkability, 
expense (both public and individual), safety, amenity and use of public space) and the occasional benefit 
(most notably the ease of access afforded to private car users).  However, it rarely calls for a 
reassessment of the status quo, based on any sort of call to universally applicable rights.  This is 
unsurprising given most of the work is conducted inside scientific paradigms that shied away from 
philosophical questions about the life that humans could or should aspire to.  It is even less unsurprising 
given the pragmatic reality that we seem at present to have no seriously viable alternative. Listening to 
Hulya Gilbert talk about the impact of car based mobility on the rights of the child (see also (Gilbert, 
Whitzman, Pieters, & Allan, 2018) however I was struck by this lack and by the opportunity a discussion 
of such kind might have to bring together this sea of literature. 
 
The second motivation is that I agree with Amartya Sen’s notion that commodities should be valued 
according to whether they enhance capabilities such as health, knowledge, self-respect and the ability 
to participate actively in common life (Gopalakrishna & Leelavathi, 2012).  I think there is value in 
explicitly considering this notion when thinking about the impact of car based transport systems, and not 
just in terms of social exclusion and accessibility. Sometimes it seems the presumption in the literature 
on social exclusion and accessibility is that because private cars are considered to be the most 
comfortable way to get around people who have access to them are enhancing all their human 
capabilities. But anyone who looks out of the windshield of a car when sitting at a traffic light (even in 
light traffic) in virtually any intersection would be hard put to suggest that that view, that intersection, that 
sitting there, that the being that is sitting, is (or is contributing to) human flourishing. The presumption 
that the best available is a sufficient condition for human flourishing prevents a proper consideration of 
alternatives.  The impact of even this relatively comfortable form of mobility has on aspects of human 
flourishing is hidden, even while the consequences of the system environmentally, socially, 
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economically are well understood and discussed.  The impact of car based transport systems on those 
that can afford to drive, and who do so is largely neglected. The impacts of the car based transport 
systems are considered as a matter of winners and losers, costs and benefit as though such matters 
are not in themselves an impact on human flourishing.  If I am serious about the emancipation of human 
being, then this is at least a discussion that needs to be opened. 
 
A third motivation in opening this discussion is that the question of the ethics of transport was raised at 
a seminar in Melbourne (Feb 2019), and a special session on Transport and Ethics proposed for this 
conference. I believe that a number of observations are emerging from the literature on transport (in its 
broadest sense) which suggest now is a good time to open this discussion on ethics which for me always 
translates into the question of what future human being we are creating.  These observations include: 
 

1. That accessibility by car is decreasing due to congestion or avoiding congestion (possible by 
spreading people and desirable locations out) and therefore the least best option is not even 
serving the purpose to which we have assumed it could be put. 
 

2. Our understanding of the consequences of cars on humans has changed (both for drivers and 
non-drivers) and that this is increasingly unacceptable. 
 

3. Our understanding of how to deliver public transport based systems (PT) has improved and 
suggests that we could build PT in a way that afforded rapid accessibility better than the private 
car. 
 

4. There have been changes in the mobility of things that we have previously been doing at home 
and work, which has changed the value of travel time. 

 
Obviously this is a potentially enormous discussion the breadth of which cannot be adequately covered 
in this conference paper.  However in the interests of opening the discussion in this paper I will consider 
some of the impacts of a car based transport system on human capabilities as described by Nussbaum 
(2011).  In the following paragraphs I first distinguish the capabilities approach, how capabilities inform 
the expression of universal human rights and how capabilities are seen to interact with mobility and 
transport.  I provide a fuller description of what I mean by a car based transport system through the 
exemplar of Melbourne. I then discuss the impact of car based transport on some capabilities identified 
as necessary for human flourishing.  I conclude with some thoughts about the impact of thinking in this 
way might have on our focus on car oriented transport.  In defining car based transport systems, a 
system such as the one in Melbourne, Australia is taken as an exemplar. In thinking about human 
flourishing the inquiry is grounded in considerations for human rights, and the capabilities identified 
(following Nussbaum 2011) as essential in some form for a fully developed human life. 
 
The capabilities approach and human rights 
In numerous statements various humans have declared our desire to create a way of life that provides 
opportunity for a certain kind of development of human beings.  The declaration of human rights is one 
such statement. For this paper, most important thing about the declaration of human rights is that is it 
about rights for all people, just as human flourishing is something all people should have capability to 
generate for themselves. Thus a human rights based approach provides clarity that we are talking about 
everyone, not simply the transport disadvantaged, or the socially excluded. Unlike social exclusion which 
is ‘about lack or denial or resources, rights and good and the inability to participate in 'normal' activities 
available to most people which effects both the individuals and the equity and cohesion of the whole 
society’ ((Levitas et al 2007) in Lucas, 2012, p. 106), human rights are not comparative.  Human rights 
are primarily ethical demands, which generate reasons for action, and are universal in the sense that 
they would survive in unobstructed discussion (Sen, 2004b). Comparative distribution becomes an issue 
when talking about concepts of distributive justice (Rawls, 2001), on the other hand in Amartya Sen’s 
conception of a just society, society looks to increase capabilities for all, as well as to redistribute 
capabilities (Sen, 2010). 
 
The capability approach was created by Amartya Sen in a series of writing commencing in the 1980s. 
The approach creates a distinction between “capabilities” (combinations of being and acting that are 
feasible to achieve) and “functionings” (the various things a person might end up doing and being) (Sen 
1999 in Hickman, Cao, Lira, Fillone, & Biona, 2017, p. 162).  In this understanding capabilities are ways 
of being and acting which could be chosen from, while functionings are the ways of being and acting 
that an individual might choose between given their individual circumstances, and in so doing create 
realized functionings (things they actually were or enacted). The capability approach has been held up 
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as way of defining progress towards socially just society, and for operationalizing human rights. It was 
linked to human rights through its use in developing indicators used in the UN Development Reports 
first published in 1990 following a consultation between Sen and others such as Mahbub ul-Haq ((Sen, 
2004a). For the purposes of this inquiry I consider the impact of car based transport systems on the list 
of capabilities generated by Nussbaum (2011). I choose this list for much the same reason that 
Nussbaum created it, because it provides a framework of analysis of a social structure. In doing so I 
recognize that this list is merely one, of many that are possible, and in no way seek to diminish the need 
for continued public debate and reasoning on what capabilities are necessary for human flourishing 
(Sen, 2004a). I think that it provides a reasonably complete list of the possible domains of human action, 
the expression of which is necessary for a full flourishing of human being (Currie, Stanley, & Stanley, 
2007; Nussbaum, 2011). Sen pointed out that human rights without functional capacities to realise them 
is relatively meaningless (Sen, 2010).  Human capabilities (Nussbaum, 2011) can only be expressed if 
they are functionally able to be expressed.  Thus the measure of progress towards human rights for all 
persons (the human development index) should be about how well people are able express these 
human rights in functioning terms. 
 
For Nussbaum the human capabilities which allow for the full expression of human being are: 
 

1. Life: Being able to live to the end of a human life of normal length; not dying prematurely, or before 
one’s life is so reduced as to be not worth living; 
 

2. Bodily Health: Being able to have good health including reproductive health; to adequately 
nourished; to have adequate shelter; 
 

3. Bodily Integrity: Being able to move freely from place to place; to be secure against violent assault; 
 

4. Senses, Imagination and Thought: Being able to use the senses, imagine, think and reason and 
to do these things in a truly human way, a way informed and cultivated by an adequate education; 
 

5. Emotions: Being able to have attachments to things and people outside ourselves; not having 
one’s emotional development blighted.  Supporting this means supporting human association; 
 

6. Practical Reason:  Being able to form a conception of the good and to engage in critical reflection 
about the planning of ones life.  Liberty of conscious and religious observance; 
 

7. Affiliation: Being able to life with and toward others.  To recognise and show concern for others 
To engage in social interaction.  Having the social bases of self respect and non-humiliation; 
 

8. Other species: Being able to live with concern for and in relation to other animals, plants and the 
world of nature; 
 

9. Play: Being able to laugh, to play, to enjoy recreational activities; and 
 

10. Control Over One’s Environment: Being able to participate effectively in political choices.  Being 
able to hold property and having property rights on an equal basis to others.  In work being able 
to work as a human being exercising practical reason and entering into meaningful relationships 

 
Capabilities and transport 
A search for the literature relating transport and the capabilities approach has uncovered a small but 
contained body of literature which uses this approach and is mainly focussed on issues of the distribution 
of accessibility and concepts of social exclusion (Cass, Shove, & Urry, 2005; Currie et al., 2009; Currie 
et al., 2007; Gilbert et al., 2018; Hananel & Berechman, 2016; Hickman et al., 2017; Lucas, 2012; 
McCarthy, Delbosc, Currie, & Molloy, 2019). The core of this literature is to examine how some groups 
or individuals in society are left with less relative access to places where they can express the 
capabilities necessary for human flourishing than others. In the main such literature seems to be most 
concerned with identifying places where inequality or injustice can be reduced, doubtless an important 
endeavour in the quest for more just and inclusive cities. None have attempted to open questions of the 
nature attempted in this paper. 
 
Other literature discusses the relative justice or equity of transport systems without considering 
capability (for a good review of this literature see Coggin & Pieterse, 2015; Hananel & Berechman, 
2016), while others critique current transport systems from various points of view, ranging from costs 
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(Vickerman, 2008), accessibility (Curtis, 2007), environmental consequences (Grimm et al., 2008), 
safety (Litman, 2014; Whitzman, 2013), and innovation to name a very few topics. Taken from the 
vantage selected for this paper, virtually any research on the consequences of the transport system, on 
any facet of human activity is probably relevant.  However, with the possible exception of the literature 
promoting networked public transport systems; (Dodson, Mees, Stone, & Burke, 2011; Dodson & Sipe, 
2005; Low & Curtis, 2016; Mees, 2010; Stone & Mees, 2010) most of this literature stops short of 
suggesting a break with the car.  
 
I agree that in general the benefits of urban environments; larger varieties of economic opportunities; a 
range of social and community services, cultural events, education opportunities and indeed wide 
networks of friends and associates; arise only when large numbers of people intermingle to create and 
use them (see for example Mees, 2010).  When the number of people intermingling rises the distance 
between opportunities necessarily expands beyond comfortable walking distance (Newman & 
Kenworthy, 1999).  The intermingling of people therefore requires a transport system at a scale that 
provides access to these opportunities. However the capabilities listed above also ask about capabilities 
which extend well beyond a concept of access.  This paper argues that car based transport systems (in 
particular) restrict some human capabilities quite separately from the question of what they enable 
access to.  How these systems do this, and to whom is discussed below. 
 
What is a car based transport system 
Before moving on, it is necessary to gain clarity about what is meant by a car based transport system.  
I do this by providing a description of the transport system I have in mind when I use this term, 
Melbourne’s. In 2000 the Department of Infrastructure estimated that in Melbourne 75% of trips were 
made by private car. Australian cities are characteristic private car based cities with 730 vehicles per 
1000 people1 (Wikipedia, 2019; ABS, 2018), extensive road networks and spread out urban forms.  
Melbourne stretches east-west more than 100km (Dodson & Sipe, 2005) and has been estimated to 
carry continuous residential housing for more than 170km when measured around the edge of Port 
Philip Bay. Consequently, the density of services and jobs decreases with distance from the centre.  
Unsurprisingly the percentage of trips fluctuates across the city, with the percentage of private vehicle 
trips rising sharply as the option to use public transport declines.   
 
Melbourne’s entire area is serviced by a detailed network of roads, with congestion experienced 
particularly as one nears the inner city, and on key trunk roads throughout the suburbs, mostly only at 
peak hours.  Public transport consists of a suburban train service with 640 kilometers of railway lines, 
an extensive tram (or light rail) network covering the inner and middle suburbs with 249 kilometers of 
double track, and a system of bus routes. The railways are organised in a radial system, the tramways 
follow the grid based road network, limited to the inner 7km ring (Low & Sturup, 2008).  A system of 
buses supports this network, with average 30min headways during the period 8am – 6pm and average 
60min headways outside those hours.  The bus network has been arranged to ensure that most 
residences are within 400m of a bus stop, but the frugal services make it difficult for the network to be 
used properly (Currie et al., 2009).  The structure of the transport system thus means that outer suburbs 
have considerably less access to public transport than inner suburbs. In Melbourne if you live more than 
7km from the central city a car is virtually a necessity.  As the inner suburbs it is possible to access the 
privilege of living without a car.  In the outer suburbs, where increasingly low income families reside, 
there are higher levels of car ownership, a greater % share of vehicle kilometers travelled by private 
vehicles, and greater absolute numbers of private vehicle kilometers travelled (Dodson & Sipe 2005).  
Thus if you have a car in Melbourne, it is possible to get around relatively easily so long as you are able 
to do so outside peak hours, and particularly if you are in the outer suburbs.  If you do not have a car 
and you are not in the inner city (or you are in the inner city and wish to go into the outer city), then your 
capability to move around is more limited. 
 
Impact of private car based transport on capabilities 
There are justice issues as far as human rights are concerned relating to the kind of transport system.  
It has been argued that the transport system in Melbourne has created entrenched disadvantage 
(Dodson et al 2004) and thereby could be said to have failed the basic tenant of human rights which is 
universal access to the core rights.  In Melbourne, low income households spend a disproportionate 
amount of their income on transport, especially where they seek to participate in the private vehicle part 
of the network.  They also spend a disproportionate amount of time travelling, particularly to work.  For 

                                                
1 This number is based on all persons, and all motorised vehicles other than scooters and motorcycles, including 
buses and trucks.  It is roughly the same 742 on a rough calculation of estimated numbers of private vehicles 
against persons able to drive. 
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the very low income households, those on pensions or unemployment benefits even this option may be 
unaffordable.  But aside from these considerations, it is also true that the system has impacts on human 
capabilities for all people and it is these matters which I wish to focus on here. 
 
Life 
Taking each of the capabilities in turn, the first impact of car oriented transport systems is related to the 
impact on being able to live to the end of a human life of normal length, and not be incapacitated during 
that life.  Road transport is extremely dangerous, and much more dangerous than public transport.  
Transit travel has approximately one tenth the traffic casualty (injury and death) rate as private car travel 
(Litman, 2014), and the presence of heavy fast moving traffic creates greater risks for those not in cars.  
There were 1143 road deaths in Australia in 2018.  The number of accidents involving serious injury are 
likely to be approximately ten times that. Many traffic accidents involve significant and permanent trauma 
due to the speed and weight of automobiles.  Thus in absolute terms car based transport has a 
significant impact for many on this core human right. 
 
Bodily Health 
Car based transport systems impinge on the question of bodily health in some ways but also provide 
some benefits to some people. Car based transport systems create levels of pollution which affect all 
persons near the road, including those within the cars (Frumkin, 2002).  They also contribute to 
phenomena that are disrupting food cycles including climate change, acid rain and nitrogen cycle 
imbalances (Oke, 1997; Woodcock, Banister, Edwards, Prentice, & Roberts, 2007).  Sulfur and nitrogen 
oxides along with various volatile gases are emitted from cars which increases rates of asthma and 
pulmonary disease and cancer (Grimm et al., 2008; Kaye, Groffman, Grimm, Baker, & Pouyat, 2006).  
These impacts are worse where congestion is present. 
 
The literature on the health impacts of automobility is somewhat mixed especially where attempts to 
consider solutions are present.  For example, most research would agree that car drivers are 
significantly more at risk of obesity due to lack of movement (Garden & Jalaludin, 2008).  However this 
does not mean that providing more public transport would motivate drivers to switch to active transport 
modes. A car based system does leave those who’s mobility is seriously impaired (those on walking 
frames etc) the capacity to get around conveniently as passengers in private cars and taxis.  However 
studies have also shown that those that travel in cars have reduced activity levels over their lifetimes, 
which is a contributing factor in reduced mobility in old age (Ewing, Schmid, Killingsworth, Zlot, & 
Raudenbush, 2003). 
 
The stress of car diving is significantly increased where congestion is high, but on the other hand the 
‘freedom of the road’ can significantly reduce stress in some people. Car driving can also increase 
isolation and loneliness in some people, but on the other hand private vehicle transport also provides 
some people badly needed time to de-stress and be alone.  Time which would otherwise be absent in 
busy lives/work/families. 
 
This capability also includes in it concepts of being able to be adequately nourished and have adequate 
shelter.  Undoubtedly in widely sprawling cities such as are present in Australia, access to these things 
at an affordable price is facilitated by significant distances to the central business district (Dodson, 2005).  
Car based transport systems in Australia are founded on the availability of relatively cheap vehicles and 
the fuel to run them.  This has allowed a system where most people are expected to provide transport 
for themselves with those that cannot (such as children, the elderly and disabled), provided a kind of 
safety net system (known as the public transport system).  Research indicates that there are two 
significant threats to the assumptions behind this system.  Firstly peak oil is likely to put an end to low 
fuel prices in the nearer future, and secondly the extent of the sprawl of cities and increasing congestion 
is impacting on both the cost of travel by car and the ‘freedom’ associated with it (Newman & Kenworthy, 
1999). 
 
Bodily Integrity 
Due to the heavy presence of private vehicles and the right of way given to them, roads represent 
significant dangers for pedestrians, cyclists and particularly children (Litman, 2014). Measures to ensure 
that trips are safe, and thereby protect pedestrians against violent assault (by cars), and car drivers from 
the stress of accidents involving pedestrians (or indeed other cars) such as barriers to segregate cars 
from pedestrians, barriers between lanes, grade separations and highly regulated street crossings 
necessarily limit free mobility. These limitations on mobility while significantly impacting pedestrians, 
also impact car drivers.  Parking controls for example mean that the capacity to go to a place in a car, 
and stop directly outside is increasingly limited.   
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Senses, Play, Affiliation and Emotions 
These capabilities have been grouped because they all depend on capacity to access employment 
education and recreation activities.  For those with a car, a car based system is seen to provide the 
widest possible choice of activities regardless of where it might be (Cass et al., 2005). Physical range 
of access to destinations (or simply to roam) is limited only by time and affordability of fuel. However in 
reality as congestion increases, access to high density areas may be restricted, particularly where 
parking controls are implemented.  As noted above, in many places it is not possible to simply stop the 
car and leave it at a place close to the destination.  In fact, the car can actually become a barrier to 
access where the need to provide room to park many cars leaves people at a distance from their 
destination, and restricts accessibility to the efficiencies gained by trip chaining because of the need to 
return to collect and move vehicles.   
 
In a car based system such as Melbourne, with limited places accessible by public transport, or 
limitations on when places are accessible, those who do not drive have curtailed capabilities.  Based on 
the number of cars per 1000 people above, this is in excess of 25% of the population.  Not an 
insignificant number.  For many children, for example, the prospect of independent mobility is remote, 
which not only reduces their capability to participate, but also to develop as fully functioning social 
participants (Sturup, Low, Rudner, & Babb, 2012).  Significant vehicle traffic affects the capacity of street 
scapes to function as social spaces, reducing intermingling and negatively impacting on the benefits 
available from urban environments. Further the consequences of the exclusion of these people from full 
participation robs those who do have access of the diversity that would otherwise enrich their 
experience, albeit for some this may be considered a significant benefit. 
 
In the context of children Gilbert (2018) suggests that a critical impact of car based mobility on children 
is a reduction in the space to play.  This is true for adults as well.  Although for some driving can be 
seen as a form of play, such behavior is mostly frowned upon especially in built up environments.  
Instead driving is a necessary time spent away from other activities, including increasingly participation 
in social media.  Further being trapped in a car reduces the amount of time that can be spent in nature, 
or at least outside.  For some travel is one of the few times of the day where a potential to be outside is 
a realistic option. 
 
Emotions, practical reason and other species 
The impact of car based transport on these capabilities stems from the fact that forcing people to drive 
cars reduces their possibility of reducing their impact on other humans, plants and animals by reducing 
the effect of their transport choices on air pollution and the use of space and resources.  While the public 
transport provided does provide a safety net, and thus a choice is available, it is only available at 
significant cost to access to destinations.  This is true even for those who live in the public transport rich 
centres of car oriented cities. 
 
Practical reason is about being able to form a conception of the good and reflect upon it.  Human 
reasoning is a product of the rationalities, technology and knowledge that we inhabit (Dean, 1999), it is 
formed through the process of living in the world as an act of becoming (Low & Sturup, 2017).  Thus 
when systems produce a kind of virtue to acts of self-enrichment at the expense of others the full 
expression of human being is similarly limited.  When we have to build a construction of right behaviour 
which justifies the activity of driving (regardless of the impact on others) our capability to reason about 
the good is restricted. 
 
Control over ones environment. 
In a car based system, car owners have considerable control over the environment they inhabit.  They 
can keep the car as clean as they desire, and the space is largely a private one, albeit with many 
windows.  Behavior within the car is in some ways less constrained than in public transport, although 
behavior on the road is strictly governed by road laws, and some behavior within the car such as the 
use of mobile phones or consumption of alcohol is curtailed.  Car owners can take direct responsibility 
for the environment on the road and within the car.  On the other hand because of the significant costs 
involved in owning and maintaining a car, their ability to participate in other economic activities (such as 
land ownership) may be adversely affected.   
 
The nature of the car based systems in Australia also leaves little room for choice over how much of the 
environment is used, as noted above communities are left with little control over their streets as public 
spaces. Notions of individual utility also tend to blindside the equity considerations on those impacts of 
the transport system which are borne by the community as a whole.  The available data indicates that 
almost 17 percent of gross domestic economic product are expended to maintain Melbourne’s transport 
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network.  This makes it very expensive in comparison to cities which privilege public transport such as 
London (7.5%) and Singapore (5.35%).  Government expenditure on roads has historically been at least 
6 times that on rail based projects, even though rail projects enable far more people to travel in a much 
more confined space. 
 
Finally the transport policies of the governments across the globe also ultimately pose a threat to the 
security of humans and other species everywhere, when such policies escalate use of non-renewable 
fossil fuel that in turn contribute to global warming and catastrophic natural disasters.  Australia’s 
persistence in privileging car based transport therefore also creates increased global inequity, especially 
as approximately 30% of our carbon emissions are a result of transport. 
 
Conclusion 
The system of transport based on private cars is based on concepts of utilitarianism.  In Australia equity 
in transport access has been dealt with using utilitarian principles focused on providing a system based 
largely on user pays (Nash & Sylvia, 2001).  The system is designed to enable the majority who can pay 
their way to do so, and then provides a ‘backup’ system to those who cannot pay their way.  This thinking 
has led to weighting the balance of transport investment in favour of the private car.  Wide accessibility 
to relatively cheap cars and the fuel to power them, has justified a transport system which privileges the 
car as the mode of transport best able to serve individual transport needs, and has a public transport 
system provided for the remaining ‘few’ who are left out. 
 
This transport system has always left the lowest income families, women who for cultural or other 
reasons are unable to drive, children and disabled people to bear unequal burdens (Cheal, 2003; Morris, 
2003).  The Australian Government’s National Housing Strategy admits that “people without private 
transport especially where public transport is not readily available are likely to be disadvantaged. In 
particular older people, young people and members of the car-owning household who cannot use the 
car are more likely to have problems and/or longer travel times to services and jobs” (1992:76).  This 
reality was accepted on the basis that on the other hand, private car owners who can also drive (the 
‘majority’ - of income earners at least) have historically enjoyed easy access in a mode which is highly 
individualised and serves the widest possible types of trips.  These drivers theoretically flourish through 
being able to go anywhere, anytime.  
 
The problems with this present utilitarian philosophy which drives transport network planning is that it 
fails to adequately consider the impact of driving on those that drive.  This paper has attempted to 
demonstrate that the costs of being a car owner, and a car driver in terms of the capabilities necessary 
to live a fully flourishing life are not inconsiderable.  The impact on health, on access (in an increasingly 
congested environment), on participation, and on practical reason are inappropriately disregarded. It is 
presumed that because driving is the most comfortable way to gain access in a car oriented city, then 
facilitating driving is what is most desirable.  Discussion of how to reduce the need to drive are ignored. 
   
This paper has attempted to use a consideration of the impact of car based transport systems on the 
capabilities that produce human flourishing to open further space to question the continuity of this kind 
of transport system.  There is of course much more to say on all of the capabilities and all of the potential 
impacts. There is significant political gain to be made from expanding the discussion into the domain of 
human rights as it allows a discussion of the rights of all people, rather than a focus on just redistribution.  
The fundamental flaws of a car based transport system need to be uncovered, particularly if we are ever 
to generate the political will to put in place an alternative.  Such alternatives exist, although the 
practicalities of implementing them in places like Melbourne seem perhaps insurmountable.  However 
that perspective is only true if we believe that a change to the system is only about benefiting the few.  
If we can reorient the discussion to one of reducing the harm to every one of us, perhaps there is hope 
for a different future. 
 
References: 
Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS), (2018) “9309.0 - Motor Vehicle Census, Australia, 31 Jan 2018” 

available at 
https://www.abs.gov.au/AUSSTATS/abs@.nsf/Lookup/9309.0Main+Features131%20Jan%202018 
last reviewed 31 July 2019. 

Cass, N., Shove, E., & Urry, J. (2005). Social exclusion, mobility and access. The Sociological Review, 
539-555.  

Cheal, C.2003. Transit Rich or Transit Poor: Is public transport policy in Melbourne exacerbating social 
disadvantage? Faculty of Architecture Building and Planning, Melbourne, University of Melbourne. 

https://www.abs.gov.au/AUSSTATS/abs@.nsf/Lookup/9309.0Main+Features131%20Jan%202018


8 
 

Coggin, T., & Pieterse, M. (2015). A Right to Transport? Moving Towards a Rights-Based Approach to 
Mobility in the City. South African Journal on Human Rights, 32(2), 294-314. 
doi:10.1080/19962126.2015.11865248 

Currie, G., Richardson, T., Smyth, P., Vella-Brodrick, D., Hine, J., Lucas, K., . . . Stanley, J. (2009). 
Investigating Links Between Transport Disadvantage, Social Exclusion and Well-Being in Melbourne 
- Preliminary Results. Transport Policy, 16, 97-105.  

Currie, G., Stanley, J., & Stanley, J. (Eds.). (2007). No Way to Go: Transport and Social Disadvantage 
in Australian Communities. Clayton: Monash University e-press. 

Curtis, C. (2007). Planning for Sustainable Accessibility: The Implementation Challenge. Transport 
Policy, 10.  

Dean, M. (1999). Governmentality: Power and Rule in Modern Society (London, New Delhi, California: 
Sage). 

Dodson, J. (2005). Is There a Spatial Mismatch Between Housing Affordability and Employment 
Opportunity in Melbourne? AHURI Final Report No 80, Brisbane, Australian Housing and Urban 
Research Institute 

Dodson,J. Gleeson,B & Neil Sipe. 2004. “Transport Disadvantage and social status: A Review of 
Literature and methods”, Urban Policy Program, Research Monograph 5, Brisbane, Griffith 
University. 

Dodson, J., Mees, P., Stone, J., & Burke, M. (2011). The Principles of Public Transport Network 
Planning: A review of the emerging literature with select examples. Brisbane, Griffith University: 
Urban Research Program. 

Dodson, J., & Sipe, N. (2005). Oil Vulnerability in the Australian City, Research Paper. Urban Research 
Program, p. 29. Retrieved from 
www.academia.edu/2873229/Oil_vulnerability_in_the_Australian_city, Last accessed 16 Oct 2019 

Ewing, R., Schmid, T., Killingsworth, R., Zlot, A., & Raudenbush, S. (2003). Relationship Between Urban 
Sprawl and Physical Activity, Obesity and Morbidity. American Journal of Health Promotion, 18(1), 
47-57.  

Frumkin, H. (2002). Urban Sprawl and Public Health. Public Health Reports, 117, 201-217.  
Garden, F., & Jalaludin, B. (2008). Impact of Urban Sprawl on Overweight, Obesity and Physical Activity 

in Sydney, Australia. Journal of Urban Health: Bulletin of the New York Academy of Medicine, 86(1), 
19-30.  

Gilbert, H., Whitzman, C., Pieters, J., & Allan, A. (2018). Children's everyday freedoms: Local 
government policies on children and sustainable mobility in two Australian states. Journal of 
Transport Geography, 71, 116-129. doi:10.1016/j.jtrangeo.2018.07.007 

Gopalakrishna, B. V., & Leelavathi, D. S. (2012). Amartya Sen's Contribution to Human Development. 
www.mbainfoline.com. Last accessed 2 October 2019 

Grimm, N., B, Faeth, S., H, Golubiewski, N. E., Redman, C. L., Wu, J. G., Bai, X. M., & Briggs, J. M. 
(2008). Global Change and the Ecology of Cities. Science, 319, 756-760.  

Hananel, R., & Berechman, J. (2016). Justice and transportation decision making: The capabilities 
approach. Transport Policy, 49, 78-85.  

Hickman, R., Cao, M., Lira, B. M., Fillone, A., & Biona, J. B. (2017). Understanding Capabilities, 
Functionings and Travel in High and Low Income Neighbourhoods in Manila. Social Inclusion, 5(4), 
161-174. doi:10.17645/si.v5i4.1083 

Kaye, J., Groffman, P., Grimm, N., Baker, L., & Pouyat, R. (2006). A Distinct Urban Biogeochemistry. 
TRENDS in Ecology and Evolution, 21(4), 192-199.  

Litman, T. (2014). A New Transport Safety Narrative. Journal of Public Transportation, 17(4), 114 - 135.  
Low, N., & Curtis, C. (2016). Institutional Barriers to Sustainable Transport. London: Routledge. 
Low, N., & Sturup, S. (2008). Transport Infrastructure Policy in Australia. Urban Planning International.  
Low, N., & Sturup, S. (2017). Being and planning, world formation and authenticity in Heideggerian 

analysis. Planning Theory, 17(3), 313-331. doi:10.1177/1473095217704234 
Lucas, K. (2012). Transport and social exclusion: Where are we now? Transport Policy, 20, 105-113.  
McCarthy, L., Delbosc, A., Currie, G., & Molloy, A. (2019). 'Transit Faithfuls' or 'Transit Leavers'? 

Understanding mobility trajectories of new parents. Transport Policy, 78, 105-112. 
doi:10.1016/j.tranpol.2019.04.007 

Mees, P. (2010). Transport for Suburbia (New York, Earthscan). 
Moriss,J.F. Wang et al.2002. Planning for Public Transport in the Future: Challenges of Changing 

Metropolitan Melbourne, Australia Research Forum, Canberra, 2-4 October, Australian Bureau of 
Transport and Regional Economics. 

Nash, A., & Sylvia, R. (2001). Implementation of Zurich's Transit Priority Program. MTI Report 01 - 13 
San Jose, CA: Mineta Transportation Institute, College of Business, San Jose State University 

http://www.academia.edu/2873229/Oil_vulnerability_in_the_Australian_city


9 
 

Newman, P., & Kenworthy, J. (1999). The Problem of Automobile Dependence at the End of the 
Twentieth Century. In P. Newman & J. Kenworthy (Eds.), Sustainability and Cities : Overcomming 
Automobile Dependence, pp. 27 - 67 (Washington DC: Island Press). 

Nussbaum, M. (2011). Creating Capabilities. (Cambridge Massachusetts, The Belknap Press of Harvard 
University Press). 

Oke, T. R. (1997). Urban Climates and Global Environmental Changes. In R. D. Thomson & A. Perry 
(Eds.), Applied Climatology: Principles and Practice (pp. 273-286). London: Routledge. 

Rawls, J. (2001). Justice as fairness: a restatement. Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press. 
Sen, A. (2004a, Dec 6, 2004) Amartya Sen: A More Human Theory of Development/Interviewer: N. 

Shaikh. AsiaSociety.org, https://asiasociety.org/amartya-sen-more-human-theory-development. 
Last accessed 2 October 2019 

Sen, A. (2004b). Elements of a Theory of Human Rights. Philosophy and Public Affairs, 32(4), 315 - 
356.  

Sen, A. (2010). The Idea of Justice. (London, Penguin Books). 
Sturup, S, and Ahmed, F (2014) The Transport System – Winners and Losers, poster presented at 

Melbourne Social Equity conference, Melbourne 2014. 
Sturup, S., Low, N., Rudner, J., & Babb, C. (2012). Institutional Barriers and Opportunities. In N. Low 

(Ed.), Transforming Urban Transport: The ethics politics and practices of sustainable mobility (Vol. 
1, pp. 111 -128). London: Routledge. 

Stone, J., & Mees, P. (2010). Planning Public Transport Networks in the Post Petroleum Era. Australian 
Planner, 47(4), 263 - 271.  

Vickerman, R. (2008). Cost-benefit analysis and the wider economic benefits from mega-projects. In H. 
Priemus, B. Flyvbjerg, & B. van Wee (Eds.), Decision Making on Mega-Projects: Cost- benefit 
Analysis, Planning and Innovation (pp. 66-84). Cheltenham: Edward Elgar Publishing Limited. 

Whitzman, C. (2013). Women's safety and everyday mobility, in C. Whitzman, C. Legacy, C. Andrew, 
F. Klodawsky, M. Shaw, & K. Viswanath (Eds.), Building Inclusive Cities: Women's Safety and the 
Right to the City pp. 35 - 52. (London, Routledge). 

Wikipedia (2019) List of countries by vehicles per capita, available at 
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/List_of_countries_by_vehicles_per_capita, Last accessed 2 October 
2019 

Woodcock, J., Banister, D., Edwards, P., Prentice, A., & Roberts, I. (2007). Energy and Transport. The 
Lancet, 370, 1078 - 1088. doi:www.thelancet.com 

https://asiasociety.org/amartya-sen-more-human-theory-development
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/List_of_countries_by_vehicles_per_capita

