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1. Summary and recommendation 

My comment relates to Draft Recommendation 5. I am not against an investigation into ticketing 

irregularities and failures. However IPART Draft Recommendation 5 is in my view very poorly framed 

and is unreasonably biased. I specifically object to and would strongly contest the IPART phrases: 

1. “Transport for NSW” 

2. “attitudes and motivations” 

3. “of its passengers” 

4. “ticketing non-compliance” 

5. “revenue losses”. 

My submission is that you should replace the paragraph: 

“Recommendation 5: That Transport for NSW consider conducting a study into the attitudes and 

motivations of its passengers towards ticketing non-compliances to understand and cost-effectively 

address the increase in fare non-compliances and reduce associated revenue losses since 2019.” 

with 

“Recommendation 5: That an independent study be commissioned by the NSW Parliament into: the 

incidence of; trends in; reasons for; and possible solutions (if required) to, any under or over 

charging or under or over payment arising from ticketing irregularities and failures in the NSW public 

transport system post 2019.” 

It doesn’t have to be those exact words. But just something that, for the very first time in our entire 

lives, does not rely on denying the facts, burying the evidence, and shooting the victim. 

My reasons are in the sections below. 

I proceed as follows. In Section 2, I state the need for, and conduct myself, a “ticketing services 

audit”. The reasons for my objection to IPART’s 5 phrases identified above are implicit in that audit, 

and are then briefly spelled out, explicitly, in Section 3. Section 4 contains comments on 

externalities; externality pricing; and marginal costs. The Appendix then evidences the recurrent 

lived experience of public transport users across NSW. My main point is, that the world that most 

public transport users actually live in, is unrecognisably different to the picture painted by IPART. 

2. Ticketing Services Audit 

IPART should undertake and publish a dispassionate ticketing services audit, documenting the 

changes in, including the dramatic diminution in, ticketing services quality ushered in by Transport 

for NSW (“TfN”) at the onset of the Opal regime. I can undertake and publish that exercise right here 

and now for you for free, as part of this public submissions protocol. You should be aghast at the 

losses. The “high-tech” Opal system comprehensively underperforms the predecessor system (a 1 ½ 

by ¾ inch piece of cardboard, “Green Travelpass”) on every one of 13 key ticketing performance 

metrics. 



Confucius once famously rhetorically asked: “How can we call an urn, an urn, if it lacks the 

characteristics of an urn?” And I would ask the same question of IPART. “How can we call a ticketing 

system a ticketing system, if it lacks the characteristics of a ticketing system?” 

 

Here is the Ticketing Services Audit.

 

 



 

 

 

 



 

 

 

Ticketing Services Audit (continued) - Illustration 

 



 

The vendor’s system goes down yet again and, as always, it’s somehow the customer’s fault, and 

responsibility to remediate. Revenue “Protection” Officers systematically harass and penalise the 

victims, as per the above person’s post. There is no way that IPART should be suggesting that 

Transport for NSW are appropriate investigators of all this. Quis custodiet ipsos custodes. 

3. Summary of Problems with IPART’s Recommendation #5 

So – in light of that clarifying compare/contrast – like – seriously! – 13 ✓’s  for a scrap of cardboard 

and 13 ’s for “state-of-the-art” Opal and the Silicon Valley “masters of the universe”; I am not 

making this up – my objections to the five objectionable IPART phrases should now be clear and flow 

naturally. 

1.  “Transport for NSW”. IPART – who are presumably supposed to be experts on Governance 

– are proposing putting the fox in charge of the hen-house. Ticketing failures are caused by 

both the vendor and the purchaser, and one variable of interest is the apportionment of 

responsibility and diagnosis of the causes. You need someone to conduct the research and 

to write the report who is either (a) truly independent, or alternatively is (b) a committee 

with equal representation from vendor and purchasers. The proposed IPART wording 

(“Transport for NSW should ..” ) is like an Agatha Christie novel – where the criminal is 

invariably disguised by pretending to assist the investigation. 

2. “attitudes and motivations” That, is just not true. If my mind is off with the pixies at 6 a.m. 

as I sail obliviously past an invisible-in-the-twilight silver pole, I don’t have an “attitude or 

motivation”, and if the Opal system is down, I don’t have an “attitude or motivation”, and if 

the card reader glitches, I don’t have an “attitude or motivation”, and if the credit card 

system is down or there’s a power outage or the only newsagent within 2 kilometres that 

sells train tickets has shut for  the day well – I don’t have an ”attitude or motivation” for any 

of that, either. The very term, “Fare evasion”, is offensive and wrong. It implies 

intentionality – which is in many cases the exact opposite, of what is happening, or rather, 

not happening. IPART should use truthful and unbiased language.  

3. “of its passengers”  We are grappling with systems, I.T. and vendor errors here. That phrase 

is just a nasty, gratuitous attempt at blame-shifting, deeply corrosive of the social contract. 

Transport for NSW should go look in the mirror. 

4. “ticketing non-compliance”  The problem is not – or is not only – that transport users are 

“not complying”. It is not, only, a “compliance” issue. Machine malfunctions are not an 

“accidental evader”. That’s an “accidental neglected to charge”. “Accidental evader” is an 

oxymoron.  

5. “revenue losses”  These are not unexceptionally “revenue losses”. Customers are getting 

absolutely fleeced by Transport for NSW and a priori, you don’t know whether the revenue 

losses are greater than the gains, or vice versa. That, is part of the question. 

It’s simply wrong, that stations and bus drivers/clippies no longer sell tickets. It’s morally wrong. 



To inform itself on the facts of this issue IPART should get onto the Internet – Reddit, X, Facebook, 

wherever – and browse the samizdat. (I provide a taste of that, in the Appendix to this submission). 

It would also be helpful if you could survey older public transport users, who may (possibly) well be 

underrepresented in the internet chat rooms that I have trawled. I have done a straw poll myself of 

over-60s, and the mean, median and mode response has been: “Thank you for asking. No, I can 

never remember whether I have tapped on, or not, and no, I can never remember whether I have 

tapped off, or not”. It’s a gigantic design flaw of the whole system that is not, the customer’s fault. 

IPART need a true up, and a balanced recommendation. No-one is denying that bilkers exist – there 

would not be a word for it, if they did not. Public transport users just want balance and fairness. 

 

4. Technical issues: Externalities; externality pricing; marginal costs 
 

4.1 Externalities 

IPART should acknowledge that there are two separate reasons why their Recommendation 5 is 

wrong. 

1. For the long list of reasons set out in the “ticketing audit”; but also, in terms of externalities: 

2. Analyse the root causes of ticket fraud by commuters 

“As ye sow, so shall ye reap” – Matthew 10:27 

So – a lot of my reasons why IPART is wrong to frame their Recommendation 5 as they have, is that 

much of the ticketing error is due to direct vendor error and, let’s be frank, direct systematic rip-offs 

that are in no way the customers’ fault. 

But there are externalities at work here as well.  They are big, and they are negative. I object, to the 

“Independent” Pricing and Regulatory Tribunal’s framing of its externality questions. Too late to 

change it now but in future issues papers you should use neutral language at the information 

seeking stage. Please replace “external benefits” with “externalities”, and replace “provides” with 

“generates”.  

 

So – first up – there are negative outcomes, external to the Opal ticketing system but internal to 

NSW public transport.  If Transport for NSW’s Opal process systematically acts in mean, tricky and 

dishonest ways, then it’s a foreseeable public response that a growing number of passengers will 

repay like with like. Public perceptions of moral equivalence are endemic in the ticketing space. 

“if Transport for NSW isn’t using the Opal card system correctly, then I should be able to fine them 

somewhere between $200 and $550 myself.” 



Transport for NSW, Stop Stealing My Money | 2022 (thelatch.com.au) 

 

It takes time for a dishonest Department of Transport to corrode the honesty of the citizenry, but 

once it starts, it passes a tipping-point and snowballs. That’s a further reason why “ticketing 

irregularities and failures” and downright fraud by customers, has accelerated “in the NSW public 

transport system post 2019.” 

IPART should price this externality cost of the Opal system and publish the amount in their report. 

Second up, there is a further, larger externality, that is, endemic negative outcomes, external to the 

Opal ticketing system and also external to NSW public transport.  

This is the topic du jour in Australia at the moment – it was the whole point of Senate Estimates in 

Canberra, August 2024. It’s not keyboard warriors having a gripe, we are talking here. A succession 

of captains of Australian industry noted that strident, performative, cartoonish and transparently 

fraudulent public administration, is corroding societal trust. The cost of that, is huge, compared to 

the leakage of ticketing revenues. It makes a bonfire of societal cohesion. So try running a society 

without trust, and see how far you get. Here’s an example of Transport for NSW’s contribution to 

that conflagration – these signs are popping up all over the rail network at the moment: 

 

 

 

Transport for NSW, and by association the NSW Government, are not merely stealing from public 

transport customers. They’re in-your-face lying about it. Pushed in everyone’s face. On a 15 foot by 

20 foot bill board. Paid for by the taxpayer. And why would you even need to say it, unless it wasn’t 

true?  

https://thelatch.com.au/nsw-opal-card-stealing/


“You used to have to tap on no times to avoid committing an offence, and now you have to tap on 

every time to avoid committing an offence, and this is somehow “easier than ever””???? 

This cannot imaginably be true. The billboard is an oxymoron (white writing top left contradicts the 

grey writing bottom right). 

The buccaneers at Transport for NSW are robbing their customers blind. 

Go check Reddit – or anywhere on the Internet – for an absolute catalogue of examples of ongoing 

system failure. This is not “old news”, or “teething problems”.  It has been ongoing for 16 years. As 

recently as a month ago, a simple 3 word post about Opal –  – garnered 49 upvotes 

in an eye-blink.  

 

Have tapped on Opal card but the officer still give me the interaction card. : r/sydney (reddit.com) 

And that was just a sampling of the particular people reading that particular post at that particular 

time. These are not egregious loners with idiosyncratic one-off bad experiences. The entire system 

just totally sucks. 

Daily commuter transport is the nuts and bolts of 8 million New South Welshpeople interacting on a 

daily basis with the NSW Government.  It needs to be handled, sensitively. We’ve all read 

Machiavelli. I get it, that lying to the populace is an indispensable tool of stable and effective 

government. But that should be used sparingly; should be convincing; should be reserved for 

matters of genuine national security or welfare; and should retain plausible deniability. Where 

possible, it should be deceit via omission (i.e. keeping schtum about the bad stuff that you have to 

do), and not via implausible commission. 

They shouldn’t be shredding their cred with fraudulent and antagonistic billboards, and generating a 

widespread and endemic  response across the citizenry, just on train bus and ferry tickets. 

 

IPART should price this externality cost of the Opal system and publish the amount in their report. 

 

Externalities (continued) - Pollution 

NSW Parliament asked, in 2017, whether Opal cards are recyclable (Answer – “No”) and how many 

plastic Opal cards are thrown out each year (Answer – “No answer”. TfN seriously expect Parliament 

to believe that they do not know how many Opal cards they produce, and how many are still getting 

tapped. 100% of cards produced will have a use end-date eventually, that is a tiny fraction of their 

persistence horizon. Ring-pull cans, plastic supermarket bags and plastic straws, by way of contrast, 

are all illegal. 

IPART should price this externality cost of the Opal system and publish the amount in their report. 

 

https://www.reddit.com/r/sydney/comments/1ed50ek/have_tapped_on_opal_card_but_the_officer_still/


 

 

4.2 Marginal costs 

Transport for NSW has deleted the entire functionality of the whole ticketing system, and they no 

longer even sell tickets, and the uniformed station so-called “staff” milling aimlessly around the 

concourse and now getting paid to do absolutely nothing except impede the passenger flow yell at 

you, and tell you vitriolically that they are “not a newsagent”, if you even have the temerity to ask 

them to sell you a ticket, and THEN they are wondering why fewer people have tickets? 

??? 

You would not have to be Albert Einstein. 

 

 



 

 

The key point is, from an IPART marginal pricing point of view, that the marginal cost of selling 

tickets again – and for that matter checking tickets for you again, at the barrier – would be zero, 

because the station staff are a sunk, fixed cost and they are not doing anything at the moment, and 

their spare unused capacity is about 100%. 

(I do get it, that it’s going to be tram-car-tram, all over again. Cardboard-plastic-cardboard.  

 

Step 1 (1879 – 1961) Sydney had a perfectly good tram system. It worked fine for 80 years. 

Step 2 (1962 – 2019) Ripped up the tracks and spent 57 years in a delusional fantasy land where the 

politicians kept telling us that we were somehow better off and that “It has never been easier to 

travel around Sydney”.  

Step 3 (2019 - )  Reality triumphs. It was always going to win, eventually. Rebuild a tram system 

(although – not nearly as good as the old one yet. Coogee? Bondi??). 

I get all that. But – do we have to wait 57 years for the Green Quarterly Travelpasses to come 

back??? Can IPART give the whole full-circle cardboard-plastic-cardboard thing going back to 

cardboard tickets again, a bit of a hurry along? Thanks for any help). 



 

 

 

Every time there’s a ticketing upgrade, we lose yet another layer of functionality. IPART themselves 

note that, pursuant to yet another “upgrade” (viz., to credit card and iPhone tapping and a 

centralisation of customer travel information) we are losing yet another basic and essential 

functionality, i.e., the ability to know how much you are paying. 

 

So – first point – Fels and Cousins, in the context of toll-roads, are complaining that road users are 

expected to use toll-roads in the absence of signage saying how much it costs. If you buy a lettuce in 

Woolworths, they can’t get away with “go read our website for the prices”. But under Transport for 

NSW’s ticketing debacle, it is going the other way. Less information at point of sale. 

I’m not against technical progress but in the giant snakes and ladders checkerboard of ticketing steps 

forward and steps back, Opal slides us down the whole Rainbow Serpent. 

And then, second point – IPART again – your problem with that absence of pricing signal at point of 

sale appears to be, that it buggers up your ability to model elasticities. Well soz – I shoulda brought a 

smaller violin. You have a giant free trial on public transport price elasticity, at no cost to NSW, just 

by seeing what 50c fares elicit in Queensland.  

The real actual reason why we need point-of-sale visibility on ticket prices is because Australia is a 

liberal democracy and a free, market-based economy and to have consent to voluntary transactions, 

you need informed consent. 



 

So – here again – IPART is part of the problem, not part of any solution. IPART predictably like 

centralised (“account-based”) ticketing systems, because they can build and make recommendations 

about mind-bogglingly complicated algorithms and pricing structures that optimise price elasticity 

responsiveness (or at least they could, if anyone had remembered to design a system that tells the 

purchaser what the price is.)  

BUT – this is the exact opposite direction of where Australia is going right now. The whole entire 

research program and zillions of dollars in research funding, currently have their focus on 

decommissioning centralised honeypots of consumer data, and ring-fencing and walletizing personal 

information. Optus, Medibank, Canva, Latitude, ProctorU – so just how many hacks does it take, for 

you to realise that account-based ticketing is a knuckleheaded idea? In every other field of I.T. 

endeavour, that is to say, they are trying to invent and introduce whatever their equivalent of Green 

Travelpasses is; and for a host of reasons: (a) the “Big Brother” aspect of centralised data troves is 

increasingly regarded as being at an unacceptable risk of going the full Yevgeny Zamyatin (b) system-

wide vulnerabilities to accidental outages and (c) unacceptable exposure to inevitable hacks. 

But over and above all that – guys – I just want to buy a train ticket. How hard can it be. Life was 

never this complicated under Stan Butler and Jack Harper. I don’t need a whole ticket-price 

recalculation every time I hop on a bus and go two stops. We’ve already been through all that, when 

we were forced to make totally pointless trips at lunchtime to make subsequent train travel that 

week, free. That was catastrophically awful from a user’s point of view. It’s been scrapped, with 

good reason. Just because IPART can write some giant algorithm to create dynamic pricing, doesn’t 

mean you should. We do not, need to go all around the houses all over again with Byzantine 

account-based ticketing systems that no regular human being can understand and with ridiculous 

redundant trips at lunchtime. 

To answer your question (“seek comment”) about a transition to a new account-based ticketing 

system:   

“Overwhelmingly strong preference to scrap the lot”. And also save $568 million. 

I would scrap the lot, even if it saved less than, half a billion. 

 

Key message for IPART: 

The Opal system does not work. It didn’t work 16 years ago when they introduced it, it has not 

worked for 16 years, it is not working now, and there is zippo evidence that there is any likelihood 

that it is about to start working, in the future. On the contrary – at the rate you are introducing 

upgrades it will soon have no functionality left whatsoever. 

 



 

 

Appendix: “Real world reality check” 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

Have tapped on Opal card but the officer still give me the interaction card. : r/sydney (reddit.com) 

 

 

 

(Now that, is not true. The gates do not, “stay open for each person who taps and goes through”. 

The stations that do not have gates, rip you off by not effectively reminding you to tap and the 

stations that do have gates, have the gates out of synch, and you end up with bruises down both 

thighs when they pincer you just after you’ve swiped and as you’re half-way through an erstwhile 

“open” gate.  

Do the people who design these things, ever use these things? Or do they all get limmoed?) 

https://www.reddit.com/r/sydney/comments/1ed50ek/have_tapped_on_opal_card_but_the_officer_still/


 

 

 

 




