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Abstract

The NSW Coastline Cycleway is a visionary project first promoted around 30 years ago by, the now retired urban planning academic, Elias Duek-Cohen. The vision was to connect the fast growing settlements along the NSW coast, most of which are less than 20km apart, with a cyclepath – thereby providing a healthy, sustainable and accessible transport choice for local communities and eventually a long distance cycle route to attract tourists from interstate and overseas. A series of studies, undertaken with State Government funding and support from Bicycle NSW, defines a route that stretches from the Queensland border to the Victoria border for a length of approximately 1,500km. The route avoids the highway where possible and will primarily be formed of off-street paths, local streets, fire trails and tracks.
In March 2003 the NSW Minister for Planning announced $6m in seed funding for the project, extending over 4 years. These funds will be allocated to project management and dollar-for-dollar grants available to Councils along the route for capital works.  A Project Manager has been appointed to manage the fund with input from other key stakeholders. A Project Officer will soon be appointed within Bicycle NSW to facilitate community partnerships to further develop the project. Work is currently underway with Councils to review the defined route and develop projects for funding, with the initial focus on sections that provide a transport/recreation function for local people.

Whilst offering wide ranging benefits to coastal communities, the development of the project will face a number of future challenges including raising the funds to complete the route, managing the impacts in sensitive locations, public liability, track maintenance and perceived security risks. The Project Manager is working closely with Councils and other land management agencies to address these issues through design, management techniques and identifying alternative funding sources.

1. Introduction
The NSW Coastline Cycleway is a visionary project that will eventually result in a continuous cycleway along the entire NSW coast between the Queensland border and the Victoria border.  The announcement by the NSW Government of funding for the project follows more than 30 years of involvement and development work undertaken by individuals, bicycle user groups and Government agencies.
This paper outlines the story of the NSW Coastline Cycleway as the project has moved from the dream of one individual to a realistic undertaking that has gained the support of Government and other key stakeholders. It briefly discusses the history of the project, the vision and desired outcomes, the initial planning studies, the announcement of NSW Government funding and the resulting project management and grant funding activities, including projects that have received grants during the initial funding round. It then focuses on a range of opportunities and issues that have been identified during the development of the project.
2. The Vision
The NSW Coastline Cycleway project is based on the 30-year old vision of the now retired urban planning academic Elias Duek-Cohen. Whilst on holiday on the Coffs Harbour coast Elias imagined the benefits that would arise if it were possible to cycle safely between coastal settlements – children would have the freedom of independent travel whilst on holiday, residents would have the opportunity to enjoy active recreation in a safe environment, families without access to a car could make trips at a low cost and tourists would be able to take in the spectacular coastal scenery with a limited impact on the environment.
Elias followed through from this original vision and has now spent over 30 years developing the idea, forming partnerships with stakeholders and lobbying relevant Government departments and politicians for action so that this vision may become a reality.
In planning terms the project has significant merit. The resident population along the NSW coast is growing quickly, with an additional large influx of people during holiday periods. Settlements along the coast are relatively closely spaced and generally no more than 20km apart. The cycleway will connect these settlements, providing healthy, sustainable and accessible transport and recreation opportunities for local people.
In the longer term the cycleway will develop to form a spectacular long distance route that is expected to attract international tourists to enjoy all or part of the NSW coastline.

As the project has developed so have the vision and the intended outcomes. The draft vision and outcomes as included in the project business plan state:
Vision

To create a continuous cycle route along the NSW coast which links local communities and is identified internationally as one of the world’s greatest long distance cycle rides

Outcomes

· Improved access for local people to schools, work, shops and other local facilities

· More sustainable mode share for trips in sensitive coastal areas

· Increased participation in safe and healthy recreational activities

· Enhanced social equity by providing for independent travel for children, the elderly and people without access to a car

· More sustainable local economies through an increase in cycle related tourism

· A long distance route that is internationally recognised as one of the world’s greatest cycle rides

3. Initial Planning
During the 1990s the project took the next step towards becoming a reality. Funding from the NSW Roads and Traffic Authority (RTA) and the then Department of Planning enabled Elias Duek-Cohen, supported by Bicycle NSW, to complete a series of 5 studies (1) that defined a north-south route along the NSW coast. The studies were undertaken by route section (Far South Coast, South Coast, Lower North Coast, Mid-North Coast and Far North Coast) and were developed in conjunction with the 26 local Councils and other stakeholders to provide a realistic plan for future capital works.
The resulting study reports include plans indicating the proposed route and any possible alternatives, the location of existing sections of route and priorities for future projects.
The route generally follows the coast, although some detours inland are necessary where estuaries or other natural barriers exist to a coastal route. The proposed route aims to avoid major roads and highways where possible and instead will utilise local streets, fire trails and off-street shared paths, with existing bridges and ferries to cross creeks and estuaries where possible.
The studies estimated that around 12% of the 1,500 kilometre route already existed, most of which has been constructed by Council using their own funding or with assistance from the RTA grant funding program.
4. NSW Government Commitment
In March 2003, prior to the State election, the NSW Government pledged its commitment to the NSW Coastline Cycleway project and announced $6 million in seed funding to be spent over 4 years. The funding for the cycleway is part of a wider package of coastal protection measures, as part of the Government’s ongoing commitment to preserving the NSW coastline for future generations and protecting it from inappropriate development. 
The $6 million funding is to be spent at a rate of $1.5 million per annum starting in 2003/04.  The funding is to be used for project management and for grants to non-Sydney coastal Councils to progress the route.
Project Management

The project management component of the funding includes provision for the appointment of two staff members to manage the project – a Project Manager and a Project Officer. 

The Project Manager started in the role in March 2004 and is employed by the Department of Infrastructure, Planning and Natural Resources (DIPNR). The key roles of this position include managing the funding, running the grants program, reviewing and coordinating the planning of the route with Councils, managing the Steering Committee, liaising with stakeholders and identifying opportunities to further develop and promote the project.
The Project Officer position will be funded by DIPNR but will be employed through Bicycle NSW. The main role of this position will be to facilitate community partnerships in order to further develop the project. The Project Officer position has been set up in recognition of the key role that local communities have to play in the development of the route – this often occurs through voluntary work such as advocacy, route planning, promotion and undertaking surveys.
A project Steering Committee has been established to provide advice and promote coordination in the planning, implementation and promotion of the route. The members of the committee reflect the wide ranging interests and benefits of this type of project and include:
· Department of Infrastructure, Planning and Natural Resources – Project Manager and Coastal Planning representative
· Roads and Traffic Authority

· Department of Tourism, Sport and Recreation

· Premiers Department

· Local Government and Shires Association
· Bicycle NSW

Grants Program
The initial construction of the route is being funded through a grants program for Councils, with grants allocated on a dollar-for-dollar basis. The grants program will be run annually, initially for the four years of the current funding, and is open to all non-Sydney coastal councils for projects on the defined NSW Coastline Cycleway route. 
The majority of grant funding will be allocated to Councils for capital works projects. However a small proportion of funding will be granted to Councils to undertake studies for route sections in sensitive coastal environments to ensure that all the necessary assessments and approvals have been undertaken.

Applications for grants are received by DIPNR and assessed against a set of published criteria (2) by a panel including DIPNR, RTA and Bicycle NSW. Priorities for grant funding during this initial four year period include:
1. Cycleway sections that reasonably follow the north-south route defined in the original studies;

2. Populated areas and sections that have the highest potential usage;

3. ‘Missing links’ that join together existing cycleway sections;

4. Works that can serve as pilot or demonstration projects; and

5. The overall credibility and comprehensiveness of the project.

All applications are given a score based on the criteria and ranked against each other. Grant funding will then be allocated to those at the top of this ranked list up to the total grant funds available for that year. The recommended list of grant allocations is signed off by the Minister prior to announcement. 
Grant monies are provided to Councils who are required to provide progress reports to DIPNR on a regular basis until the project is completed. Councils are responsible for all aspects of project implementation and all future route management issues such as maintenance, managing user conflicts etc. There is no further Government funding available for these items.
5. Progress since funding announcement
Significant progress has been made with the project since the funding announcement was made in March 2003. 
Grant funding program

The immediate task was to organise the first grant funding round, particularly given that funding needed to be allocated before the end of the 2003/04 financial year. Initial contact was made with all eligible Councils to inform them of the forthcoming grant funding opportunity and to ask them to submit initial project concepts. In addition to this informal process it was necessary to run a formal grant funding process before funds could be finally allocated.
Given the time constraints and the intention to make the program user-friendly for Councils, it was decided to take a straightforward and resource effective approach to the formal grant funding process, based on a system that had previously been successfully used by DIPNR. Two documents were produced as part of this process – Program Guidelines (3) and Application Form (4), which were distributed to Councils via email.
Even given the tight time constraints for Councils to submit applications, the response to the grant funding process was very encouraging – applications for $3 million of grants were received for the $1.5 million grant funding available.
Once received all applications were assessed based on the set criteria and ranked as described above. The RTA also operates a funding program for Councils to construct cycleways and so discussions were undertaken with the RTA to ensure that projects were not duplicated between the two funding programs. 
Once the final list of projects recommended for the initial grant funding round were decided the necessary sign-offs were obtained and the successful projects were announced by the Minister. 
The 2003/04 grants program provided $1.45 million funding to 13 Councils for 19 projects. A summary of the projects is provided at Appendix A. A wide variety of projects were funded, including shared paths through foreshore reserves and along residential streets, linemarking of cycle lanes on widened shoulders, shared pedestrian/cycle bridge and shared paths constructed in the corridor created for a new sewerage scheme. Grants amounts varied from $1,250 to $475,000 and all were matched by Council funding, bringing the total invested in the NSW Coastline Cycleway for 2003/04 through the DIPNR program to just under $3 million. 
During 2003/04 the RTA also funded a number of projects on the NSW Coastline Cycleway as part of their ongoing grants program to Councils. It is estimated that a further $1.5 million of RTA funding was allocated to projects on the route, which is also matched by Councils. This brings the total invested in the NSW Coastline Cycleway in 2003/04 to around $6 million.
The announcement of the DIPNR grant funding created substantial media interest, generating numerous articles in local newspapers and on radio as well as features in cycling publications. All media coverage was positive, thereby creating various ‘good news’ stories for the NSW Government.
The grant funding round for 2004/05 is currently open with a closing date of 22 October 2004. It is anticipated that future grant funding rounds will be run in the period January – March in the year prior to the funding year, to ensure that Councils are able to allocate their half of the funding through their internal budgeting processes.
Route Review 

The initial planning reports that were completed by Elias Duek-Cohen are now in need of review given the extent of development along the NSW coast and the progress made by some Councils toward completion of the NSW Coastline Cycleway over the last 10 years.
The Project Manager has begun this review by undertaking a series of visits to meet local Council officers and other representatives, discuss and view the route, identify projects for funding within this funding program and identify opportunities and constraints along the route alignment.
Once information on the routes has been collected a package of information will be produced for each Council area. This package will include:
· Overall summary sheet describing the route and providing a summary of existing and priority sections;

· Map of the area showing the route, including existing sections and priorities for future projects – in both hard copy and digital formats; and

· An inventory sheet that lists and provides detailed information on each section of the route (such as length, status, type of facility, adjacent land uses, possible funding source and opportunities/constraints).

These packages of information will be developed in close consultation with Councils and other stakeholders and, once completed, will form the basis of future planning and grant funding, linking into Bike Plans and local land use plans where appropriate.

It is anticipated that in the longer term it may be possible to use the mapping that has been developed through this process to provide information to cyclists planning their ride in a web based format. 

The route review is still in progress and will continue through 2004 and 2005 until revised plans for all coastal Councils are complete.

Developing relationships

An important part of the initial work program has been to develop relationships with key stakeholders as a means of informing them of the NSW Coastline Cycleway project, identifying opportunities to further develop and promote the cycleway and encouraging investment in the project.
Key stakeholders include:

· Council officers – usually officers from more than one department are involved in the planning and implementation of cycleway projects

· Politicians – at the local, state and federal levels

· Other State Government agencies

· Bicycle User Groups

· Other local community groups – such as Dune Care

· Local businesses along the route – including bike shops, accommodation providers etc

The response towards the project from the majority of these stakeholders has been positive, with many offering to assist in the project development or identifying relevant projects/programs where links can be pursued to the benefit of the program.
6. Opportunities

As can be expected, a project of this nature offers a wide range of benefits including opportunities for local transport and recreation, improved health and lifestyle, environmental improvement and increasing tourism attractions and resulting local economic benefits.
Transport
Transport disadvantage by those without access to a car (such as low income earners, children and the elderly) can be acute in regional areas because local services are spatially scattered, public transport services are generally poor and main roads are often not cycle friendly. The NSW Coastline Cycleway will provide an alternative form of access to services by the provision of a direct coastal route avoiding the highway, made possible by the construction of simple bridges or the use of ferry crossings. The NSW Coastline Cycleway will form a spine to which other cycleway links can be connected to widen the catchment area.

The grant program has provided funding to Coffs Harbour Council to complete a project which provides a good example of transport benefits that can be gained. The funding will be used to construct Stage 1 of the Northern Beaches Cycleway which will provide an off-road shared path that links coastal settlements to the north of Coffs Harbour. This safe cycle link will allow the community to access shops and other local services and children direct access to schools without having to travel on the Pacific Highway, thereby providing environmental, health and social benefits.
Environmental improvement

By allowing access to previously neglected or degraded areas the NSW Coastline Cycleway can act as the catalyst for environmental improvement by local residents and tourists. Trails such as this one perform this function much better than roads as trail users pass through the landscape slowly and notice opportunities for improvement. This can inspire a sense of stewardship, leading to community action, such as bush regeneration campaigns. 
The NSW Coastline Cycleway may also be associated with environmental improvements if environmental remediation works, such as drainage works and tree planting, are undertaken during construction. The presence of formal paths also obviates the use of informal paths, thereby reducing erosion threats, which can be particularly significant in coastal areas.
For example, in planning a section of the NSW Coastline Cycleway at Lake Cathie, Hastings Council has prepared a comprehensive plan for the management of the coastal reserve area, including revegetation, removal of informal tracks, consolidation of access points and the inclusion of a shared path along the foreshore. DIPNR has provided funding to construct this shared pathway through the NSW Coastline Cycleway grants program.

Health and lifestyle benefits

Governments, communities and corporations are increasingly recognising the health and lifestyle benefits of cycling. Cycling along safe off-road paths is an accessible and active recreational activity that can be enjoyed by individuals, groups and families alike.
Developers are responding in the construction and marketing of their developments, often with strong encouragement from local Councils through the development application process. 

The NSW Coastline Cycleway grant program is providing funding to Tweed Shire Council to construct missing links on their coastal route. Much of this route is now complete, with a large proportion constructed by developers through a series of high quality residential and hotel developments.
Tourism and economic development

Cycle tourism is a relatively new and rapidly emerging industry within NSW, a growth fuelled by people seeking healthy nature-based tourism experiences. The NSW Coastline Cycleway provides a good example of the potential of cycling trails to stimulate economic activity in regional NSW. Service industries such as bed-and-breakfast accommodation, bicycle hire outlets and cafes will grow to serve the tourists using the cycleway. This is already occurring in some NSW coastal regions. Shoalhaven City Council actively promotes cycle tourism, supplying information on cycle routes, attractions, accommodation, bicycle hire/service and cycle touring trips (5).
7. Challenges for Now and the Future
Whilst there are many opportunities available the project also faces many challenges if it is to succeed in realising the vision set out 30 years ago.  Planning and constructing a 1,500km long cycleway is a considerable task and it is recognised that there is a limited amount of progress that can be made within the existing four year program. There are a number of specific issues that have been identified where further work is required in order to progress the project.
Funding
The total funding required to complete the route will be far in excess of the $6 million of State Government funding that is currently allocated to the project, even allowing for the fact that Councils will be matching DIPNR grants with local funding. A number of different funding sources are being investigated to progress the route, including:
· Commonwealth Government funding – possibly through transport based programs such as Roads to Recovery or tourism related programs;
· State Government – either through:

· the continuation of the existing program after the initial four year period; or

· grants through related State Government programs – such as Sport and Recreation or the RTA;
· Private funding – it may be possible to gain funding from local businesses or interested corporations either through developer contributions or through direct sponsorship of specific pieces of infrastructure;
· Individual contributions – a number of trail projects overseas have received funding from individual contributors. The use of a similar mechanism for the NSW Coastline Cycleway will be investigated, possibly through a charitable trust set up for the purpose.
Priority route sections

The length of the proposed route, the method in which it is being developed and the number of Councils involved could lead to the route developing in an uncoordinated manner, leading to many short disjointed sections of cycleway along the coast which would offer limited benefits to cyclists, particularly those looking to undertake longer recreational or tourist rides.
The development of a longer continuous route section would be attractive to recreational/tourist riders and would form a legitimate basis for relevant authorities to promote the route and attractions to local communities as well as interstate and international tourists, enhance the status of the project and therefore improve the possibility of obtaining further funding. The promotion of these sections could be assisted by a number of complementary activities such as organised recreational activities, events, production of maps, information brochures, promotion to tourists etc.

The Steering Committee and other key stakeholders have discussed possible route sections that could be ‘fast tracked’ to form continuous sections within a reasonable timeframe. This includes sections that meet more than one of the following criteria:

1. Are relatively easily able to be developed to form a significant continuous route section

2. Have a high proportion of route completed

3. Have a high level of support from Council and the local community

4. Well developed plans for route sections

5. Committed funds from Council, community groups or other organisations

6. Provide a high profile tourism function

7. Avoid the highway and other heavily trafficked roads

8. No major barriers to implementation

Based on these criteria the following route sections have been identified: 

· Tweed Heads – Ballina (Far North Coast)

· Thirroul – Nowra (South Coast)

· Coffs Harbour – Northern Beaches (Mid North Coast)

For these route sections the priority will be to work with Councils and other stakeholders to undertake route reviews, develop projects that fill missing gaps and draft an Implementation Plan that will identify projects, costs and identify opportunities for funding.  

The success of these sections of NSWCC route, demonstrated through a range of monitored benefits to local access, recreation, tourism and the local economy, will assist in promoting the route and encourage further investment in the remaining sections of the cycleway.

Manage user conflicts

Whilst the route is defined as a cycling facility, it is recognised that many sections of the route will be available to other users, such as pedestrians and horses. This is accepted and is generally not an issue, however there are a number of locations where the intensity of use and/or neighbouring activities create problems and can inhibit cycling along the route. 

These user conflicts become particularly acute in locations where shared (pedestrian/cycle) paths are constructed in foreshore reserves. These paths are extremely attractive to all users and the scenery attracts many pedestrians, often in groups and/or with children, to ‘promenade’ – walking slowly for enjoyment and to take in the view, without great consideration of other path users. The proximity of other activities to the path (such as BBQs, swimming pools, play areas and parking) can also add to the conflicts as pedestrians move between activities.
A combination of good design, generous path dimensions, location of path away from activities, linemarking, signage (including behavioural) and other management strategies can all assist in managing these issues.
Route alignment in non-urban environments

The development of route sections in non-urban areas has raised a number of issues through the project to date which need to be addressed to ensure the progression of the project. 
· Councils are often reluctant to provide funding for long lengths of cycleway between coastal communities given the limited benefit to local residents. This will raise issues with current funding arrangements whereby Councils are required to match DIPNR grant funding on a dollar-for-dollar basis if the route is to be completed.  It will be necessary for DIPNR to consider alternative funding mechanisms for these sections, which could include Commonwealth funding or funding partnerships with other organisations (such as State Government land management agencies).
· Some sections of the proposed route pass through sensitive coastal environments, including dunes and areas that may include protected flora and fauna. The planning and construction of the cycleway through these areas needs to be undertaken with great care and in close consultation with key stakeholders in order to minimise the environmental impacts whilst retaining the benefits for cyclists. In some cases it may be that environmental impacts cannot be addressed through design or management and it is appropriate to find an alternative route alignment.
· A small number of mountain bikers have vandalised flora in sensitive areas in order to create cycling tracks, particularly within some NSW National Parks. These actions have generated a poor image for cyclists generally in these areas, to the point that some authorities are reluctant to work with any cycling groups to develop routes through the areas that they manage. 
Choice of route surface

The choice of route surface has been discussed widely amongst project stakeholders.  Many Councils are keen to construct sealed paths due to the lower ongoing maintenance requirements and perceived liability issues that could be raised due to the use of a stabilised unsealed surface. The current funding arrangements, where DIPNR grants are provided for capital works with no further money available for future maintenance requirements, may also influence Council’s decision of construction material.
Whilst the provision of concrete paths is appropriate in many urban locations, the surface does have disadvantages, which include:

· The surface generally appears a very bright white colour which is often out of character in non-urban environments. Many Councils have acknowledged this and have employed techniques to ‘colour’ the concrete surface so that it appears as a sand/terracotta colour to better blend with the surroundings. Council officers indicate that this technique is a very cost effective means of addressing this issue.
· The cost of construction is high, and is often prohibitive for very long sections of path, particularly where usage (at least initially) is likely to be low.

The choice of surface for each section of cycleway needs to be carefully selected taking into account the likely volume of cyclists, the path gradient, capital and ongoing maintenance costs and the environmental amenity of the local area.
8. Conclusion
The original vision of the NSW Coastline Cycleway is now well on the way to becoming a reality. The NSW Government, Councils and other stakeholders are working together to develop and fund sections of the route. Alternative funding sources are being identified and pursued to further progress the route, particularly in relation to longer sections that provide links between coastal communities.
The team at DIPNR is developing links with a wide range of stakeholders, including all levels of Government, community representatives and businesses. These links, and the experiences gained through the resulting relationships, are offering inspiration and valuable lessons in a variety of areas including promoting good design and environmental practice, encouraging community participation in the project and promoting the project as a recreational and tourist activity. 
And after all these years Elias is still keen to be involved and promote the project!
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