Record of Dr Jozef Latten’s address to Council on Tuesday 4th May 2010.

Chairman:
Please proceed, Dr Latten; you have five minutes.

Dr Jozef Latten:

Thank you, Madam Chairman. Madam Chairman, LORD MAYOR, Councillors, thank you for the opportunity to address you on the need for a shared zone in Hove Street and Ewart Street in Highgate Hill. Hove Street is a small street. When it was developed, cars were a rarity. Most houses were on small lots. Many households have two cars, and visitors to the street are frequent.


The street is quite steep at one end and is very narrow. Two cars can barely pass each other on the street. Parking after hours and on weekends can sometimes be hard to find, but it generally works. This is, in part, because people park their cars on the footpath. In the past, where there have been problems with parking, people have generally sorted them out among each other without resorting to external intervention. Live and let live is very much the local ethos.


Recently one of the residents on the street, without, to my knowledge, raising his concerns with anyone else in the street, complained to Council. His complaint was about being able to walk up the footpaths in Hove Street with his young child and a baby in a pram without having to battle with traffic. Council then decided to enforce its laws against parking on footpaths. The result was chaos. People were parking off the footpath outside their houses, but this often left little to no room for other cars to pass through the chicane that was supposed to be a thoroughfare. It is only good fortune that there was no emergency, because there is no way an ambulance, much less a fire truck, could pass through the street under those circumstances. After uproar and representations, Council suspended its enforcement activities.


The irony is that traffic in Hove Street is sparse. Through traffic is rare, because it has to move through a tight corner into the equally narrow Ewart Street. The footpaths are narrow, and in places barely trafficable via pram. Generations have walked up the middle of the street without incident. Sometimes the traffic has to slow down and move to one side; sometimes pedestrians need to move out of the way. Live and let live works.


The street is so quiet and safe that, narrow as it is, it has hosted street cricket, football practice, badminton and skateboarding by the residents. Ironically we have seen the complainant leave his toddler child playing unsupervised on the footpath. To ban parking on footpaths and restrict parking to one side of the road would significantly reduce the capacity of the street. It would punish people who park their cars off the street because it isn’t possible to exit driveways with cars parked lawfully opposite them.


The solution is for Council to formally recognise the informal status quo. That is, to declare Hove Street and the cross street, Ewart Street, a shared zone, with pedestrians and cars permitted to use both the street and the footpaths, provided there is easy access to front gates and to letterboxes. Residents feel strongly about this, to the extent that all but two households in Hove Street signed a recent petition to Council asking for a shared zone. 


I understand Council’s Infrastructure Committee has considered the petition and decided not to declare a shared zone, but to continue the status quo. While we are grateful for not being fined, this is not enough. It is still unlawful to park on the footpaths, and if someone else complains, Council’s enforcement activities will resume, creating traffic chaos, an unsafe street and angry residents. While I speak on behalf of the residents of Hove Street and adjoining streets, there are plenty of other residents in inner Brisbane in the same boat. So, please keep them in mind when Council considers traffic and parking laws.


I would like to thank our Councillor, Helen ABRAHAMS, for assisting local residents in making our concerns known to Council. I wish to thank Council for the work it is currently undertaking on our street, and for the opportunity to address you on the need for a shared zone in Hove and Ewart Streets.

Chairman:
Thank you, Dr Latten. DEPUTY MAYOR, would you like to respond?

DEPUTY MAYOR:

Thanks very much, Madam Chairman, and can I firstly thank Dr Latten very much for coming in today and presenting to the Council Chamber. I guess a lot of people in the Chamber would not have an appreciation of the narrowness of the street, so that is it, I understand. Just so that everybody can have a little bit of a look at that; that gives you a bit of an idea of the narrowness.


I guess that there are some streets in the inner suburban suburbs of Brisbane that are like that, and there is even a few out and around the Upper Mount Gravatt area, an estate that was developed probably 60, 70 years ago. So it is difficult, and I appreciate the concerns that you have. Council is always caught between a rock and a hard place with these things, particularly when somebody does complain, and the law being the way it is of course indicates that it is illegal technically to park on a footpath. As you have said today, whilst I think everyone appreciates that is the case, there has to be a commonsense outcome to the situation.


The reality is that people have a need to park on street where they cannot accommodate vehicles off street, and if you look at the streetscape, I appreciate there is not, in some cases, any off street parking opportunity. So there is no option for people. I guess one of the things that I put forward here previously, and I know that you stated that it may not be an option, and that was the question of perhaps even looking at a limited parking. So, in other words, instead of keeping both sides of the street completely open, I would not be suggesting that you would just block off one side, but one thing that we have done in Upper Mount Gravatt that I have expressed previously is that we were able to stagger so that, for example, we would have a strip of no parking on one side, then a strip of no parking on the other side, and a strip, so that there was equal opportunity. Now, that may or may not work. 

But the reality is that, with a shared zone situation, the way it is drafted currently is that shared zones tend to relate to non-through traffic areas, where the principal movement is pedestrian movement. I do not know that that is necessarily the case in terms of this. You are correct in saying Infrastructure Committee did look at this matter this morning, and we did pass a resolution in relation to it. That resolution also carried the support of the local Councillor, which we try to do if we can possibly achieve that. I think the important thing here is to get some understanding so that residents are not going to be fined, given the situation.

The recommendation, however, does still provide that, in the case of a complaint, that enforcement would occur. However, it needs to be on the basis of warnings first in relation to the situation. So, look, I do not think there is a perfect answer, I have to say, to this. It is the nature of history that the street is so narrow, and of course, the growth in car ownership and so forth over the years means that there is a significant problem in a narrow street. But we do have to clearly have a great deal of understanding in relation to those circumstances, and that would be the case going forward.

So, it is not to rule anything in or out at this stage, but at the moment, officers are a little bit hamstrung in terms of the nature of this particular street. If we were to put down a shared parking arrangement, the way it would work is that there would actually have to be parked zones. In other words, clear parking spaces, in the street. Now, that may also limit the flexibility you have got at the moment. I am a bit reluctant to go down that pathway. So we will continue to look at it, but at the moment, I think the important thing is that we need to act with a level of commonsense in relation to the local circumstances. Thanks very much.

Chairman:
Thank you, Dr Latten. 

