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REVIEW OF NSW GOVERNMENT FARE-FREE PUBLIC TRANSPORT INITIATIVE

Component Data source(s) Conducted by

Analysis of transport patronage Transport for NSW Arup

Business feedback Australian Retailers Association

Restaurant & Catering Australia

Australian Hotels Association

Business NSW

Estimation of the uplift in consumer 
spending

Mastercard Business NSW

APPROACH TO ANALYSIS

The review compares the levels of activity during the fare-free initiative against the immediate 
pre-trial initiative period. 

The impact of the initiative is estimated based on the difference in activity between the two 
periods. 

The equivalent periods in 2019 are used as baseline to examine the difference in activity 
between the two periods in the absence of Government stimulus measures. Data from the 
years 2020 and 2021 are not examined, as consumer activity during the time was heavily 
impacted by the Government’s COVID-19 response.  

The net impacts of the fare-free initiative presented in this report are estimated by capturing: 

1. the increase in activity during the fare-free initiative (compared to the pre-trial period)

2. the avoided decline in activity during the fare-free initiative (compared to the pre-trial period)

In this report, results are presented in two ways: (1) and (1)+(2). 

Business NSW evaluated the impact of the NSW Government fare-free public transport initiative 
that was implemented during the period 14-26 April 2022 (which was also the school holiday 
period). As the initiative concluded at 4am on 26 April 2022, this analysis was based on the period 
14-25 April 2022.

The initiative covered all Transport for NSW Opal network services in the Sydney, Blue Mountains, 
Central Coast, Hunter and Illawarra regions. It included train, bus, light rail and ferry services. This 
review specifically examines the impact of the initiative on Inner Sydney (defined as the postcode 
2000). 

The review includes three main components: 

Table 1: Scope components 

1. Scope of Review
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`

KEY FINDINGS

Based on business feedback

11% 6% 

Increase in 
public transport 

trips

Increase in 
consumer retail 

spending

Visitor numbers
Increase in foot traffic 

and store traffic

Timing of visits 
Every day of the week 
(i.e. beyond weekends)

(or 35% if ‘avoided 
decline’ is included)

(or 24% if ‘avoided 
decline’ is included)

Figure 1: Key findings from the review of NSW Government’s fare-free public transport initiative

Diversity of 
visitors

More families

Note: The above findings are based on Inner Sydney (with postcode 2000)
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2. Media Coverage

Figure 2: News articles relating to the fare-free initiative (Source: Sydney Morning Herald) 
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The fare-free initiative saw an expanse of media coverage, from ferries at capacity to retail shops 
being overcrowded. Some examples include:
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DIFFERENCE IN PUBLIC TRANSPORT TRIPS

The analysis shows an 11% increase in 
public transport trips for the 2022 fare-free 
initiative compared with the pre-trial period.  

If the ‘avoided decline’ based on the 
pattern observed in 2019 is captured, public 
transport trips were up by 35% in total during 
the fare-free initiative. 

Dates which have been used for analysis are highlighted within the graphic below.

+11%

-24%

Increase in 
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+
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35%
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Note: It is worth noting the pre-trial initiative accounts for the 12 days before the fare-free trial initiative which occured on the 14 April 2022
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3. Impacts on 
Transport Patronage 

Figure 3: Key dates analysed

Figure 4: Difference in public transport trips in Inner 
Sydney (postcode 2000) (Data source: Transport for NSW)

Difference in public transport trips
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PUBLIC TRANSPORT TRIP ANALYSIS BY MODE

Note: Light rail network expansion occurred in 2019 and 2020, which may have contributed to higher light rail trips in 2022 and potential mode shift 
from other modes.
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Figure 5: Public transport trips taken in 2019 and 2022 (separated by mode) (Data source: Transport for NSW)
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PUBLIC TRANSPORT TRIP ANALYSIS BY MODE (2022)
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Transport 
Mode 

Fare-free initiative 
growth / decline (2022)

Total Difference in 
Trips (2022)

Train +7% +133,000
Bus -11% -68,000

Light rail +17% +83,700
Ferry +110% +179,600
Total +11% +328,300
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+80%
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+120%

The percentage of trips on the 
more ‘experiential’ mode (i.e. 
ferry) increased substantially 
during the fare-free initiative when 
compared with the pre-initiative 
period in 2022. 

Train trips also increased by 7% 
(which is significant in terms of 
number of passengers), while bus 
trips declined.

+120%

Train Light RailBus Ferry Total

+80%
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-20%

+110%

+7% +11%
+17%

-11%

During the fare-free initiative
Growth and Decline in Public Transport Trips (2022)

Figure 6: Growth and decline in public transport trips (2022) (Data source: Transport for NSW)

Table 2: Growth and decline & total difference in public transport trips 

(2022) (Data source: Transport for NSW)
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AVERAGE DAILY TRIPS 

BY CUSTOMER 
TYPE

2019 2022

AVERAGE DAILY TRIPS 

WEEKDAYS & 
WEEKENDS

AVERAGE DAILY TRIPS 

TIME OF DAY

25% decrease in 
adult trips* in 2019 
during the fare-free 
comparison period

41% decrease in 
trips on weekdays 
during the fare-free 
comparison period

45% decrease in trips 
during the AM peak 
(6-10) during the 
fare-free comparison 
period

32% decrease in 
trips during the AM 
peak (6-10) during 
the fare-free initiative

10% increase in 
adult trips* in 2022 
during the fare-free 
initiative

2% increase in 
trips on weekdays 
during the fare-free 
initiative

23% increase in trips 
on weekends*** 
during the fare-free 
initiative

10% increase in 
children / youth** trips 
in 2019 during the 
fare-free comparison 
period

9% decrease in trips 
on weekends*** 
during the fare-free 
comparison period

7% decrease in trips 
during the rest of 
the day during the 
fare-free comparison 
period

23% increase in trips 
during the rest of 
the day during the 
fare-free initiative

89% increase in 
children / youth** 
trips in 2022 during 
the fare-free initiative

* Adult trips include TfNSW employee trips (trips made by those who are employed by Transport for NSW or a Transport agency). 

** Youth trips include children aged 4 to 15 years inclusive and full-time NSW / ACT school students aged 16 years and older who have a senior secondary student card. 

*** Weekends include public holiday trips.

M T W T F

M T W T F
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WOULD YOUR INDUSTRY SUPPORT FUTURE FARE-FREE INITIATIVES?

“It’s a key driver to getting people back into the city however the city 
requires a much more fulsome program to get people back. Free fares on 
its own will not be enough.” 

~ Australian Retailers Association

“1. R&CA supports this initiative as a way to encourage Sydneysiders 
to come back into the CBD and enjoy our magnificent city. There is so 
much to do and see in the Sydney CBD and so many fantastic hospitality 
offerings.

2. The Government however must advertise this initiative widely to 
encourage the public to take it up.”

~ Restaurant & Catering Australia

Support from 7 out of 8 venues surveyed.

~ Australian Hotels Association

4. Business Feedback
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FUTHER INDUSTRY INSIGHTS

“Most retailers would have benefitted from the fare-free initiative… Whilst the 
retail industry overall has done well, it’s an uneven recovery. CBD retailers are 
still suffering with low foot traffic predominantly driven through the week due to the 
absence of office workers. Weekends appear to be back to pre-COVID-19 levels. 
Monday’s and Friday’s remain the biggest challenge.”

~ Australian Retailers Association

“Venues stated they noticed a marked increase in the amount of foot traffic during 
this period. It stands to follow that if it is easier for people to travel to the city they 
will come and make a day of it.”

~ Restaurant & Catering Australia

“The free public transport was one of the most 
effective Government initiatives since the start of the 
COVID-19 pandemic.”

“The main observation was it was 7 days NOT just 
weekends and covered all ages.”

“More pedestrians on the street, particularly on 
Monday’s and Friday’s when there are less workers in 
the CBD.”

~ Australian Hotels Association
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CHANGE IN CONSUMER RETAIL SPENDING

Daily Mastercard spend by category (2019)

Daily Mastercard spend by category (2022)

5. Estimating Uplift in 
Consumer Spending
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Figure 7: Daily credit and debit card spend in 2019 (Data source: Mastercard)

Figure 8: Daily credit and debit card spend in 2022 (Data source: Mastercard)
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INCREASE IN CONSUMER RETAIL SPENDING

Table 3: Consumer retail spending (Source: Business 
NSW calculations based on Mastercard data)

Category Increase in 
spending per 

day
(1) + (2)

Department & General 
Merchandise

35%

Art, Entertainment & 
Recreation

35%

Accommodation 33%

Eating Places 21%

Bars, Taverns & 
Nightclubs

9%

The boost to spending is estimated by capturing: 

(1) The increase in spending during the 2022 
fare-free initiative (compared to the pre-trial 
period)

(2) The avoided decline in spending during 
the fare-free initiative (if the 2019 consumer 
spending pattern was repeated) 

Over the 12-day fare-free initiative, average 
daily consumer spending across the five major 
retail categories was up 6% compared to the 
pre-trial period, or 24% if the avoided decline 
is also included.

12



REVIEW OF NSW GOVERNMENT FARE-FREE PUBLIC TRANSPORT INITIATIVE

6. Assumptions & Data 
Limitations
TRANSPORT DATA ASSUMPTIONS

Dates analysed for 2019 and 2022 have been selected based on school holidays, Easter 
public holiday long weekend, Anzac day public holiday and number of weekdays as a metric of 
similarity between the two years. 

Transport data that was analysed is specific to postcode 2000 only (Barangaroo, Dawes Point, 
Haymarket, Millers Point, Parliament House, Sydney, Sydney South, The Rocks); conclusions 
may not extrapolate to rest of Sydney.

Some transport gates were open throughout the fare-free initiative in 2022, therefore some trips 
may not have been recorded resulting in undercounting of the patronage data.

When assessing trip demographics, employee trips have been agglomerated with adult trips. 

Adult / employee and child / youth card types have been used for this assessment. Senior / 
concession and ‘other’ card types have been excluded within this study. 

Public holiday trips are considered weekend trips for the purposes of this analysis.

The dates analysed excluded the 26th of April 2022 as it was not a full day of fare-free 
transport (trial ended at 4am on the 26th of April). 

Comparison dates for 2019 and 2022 are as follows:

13

2019 2022
Pre-initiative comparison period 

/ pre-initiative period
6th April 2019 – 17th April 2019

(12-day period)
2nd April 2022 – 13th April 2022

(12-day period)

Fare-free comparison period / 
fare-free initiative

18th April 2019 – 29th April 2019
(12-day period)

14th April 2022 – 25th April 2022
(12-day period)
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TRANSPORT DATA LIMITATIONS AND CONSIDERATIONS

CREDIT AND DEBIT CARD DATA LIMITATIONS AND CONSIDERATIONS

The analysis is based on debit and credit card spend. Purchases settled by other means of 
payment (e.g. cash) are not captured. 

The analysis is based on Mastercard customers only. As Mastercard is one of the key payment 
providers in Australia, its users have been assumed in this analysis to be representative of 
Sydney consumers.

The ‘Dine and Discover’ vouchers were still valid during the public transport fare-free initiative; 
it is beyond the scope of this review to examine voucher usage and/or evaluate the vouchers’ 
impact on transport usage and retail spending. 

Impacts of Easter 2022 being the end of some COVID-19 restrictions may have increased 
desire for people to go out.

Easter and Anzac Day are not always on successive weekends.

Weather conditions and its impact on public transport use has not been considered in this 
assessment. 

Events and other external factors that may influence public transport patronage have not been 
included in the assessment.
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ARUP DISCLAIMER

MASTERCARD DISCLAIMER

The information provided herein and any related content is for informational purposes only and 
is not intended for, and should not be relied on, by any user or third party and no responsibility is 
undertaken to any user and/or third party in relation to it. The information and any related content 
is not intended as a substitute for professional services and advice. By accessing the material, user 
agrees that Arup assumes no liability and shall not be responsible for any loss, costs or expenses 
incurred by user and/or any third party in connection with the information and any related content.

The information provided by Mastercard in this review (“Information”) includes proprietary 
information of Mastercard International Incorporated and/or its affiliates (“Mastercard”) and is 
intended solely for informational purposes and not as individually tailored advice or specific 
recommendations for any particular action or investment. The information should not be relied 
upon, in whole or in part as the basis for decision-making or other purposes.   

The Information relating to any projected impact on financial or operating performance, as well as 
the results that you may expect generally, are estimates only and do not in any way contain, reflect 
or relate to actual Mastercard operational or financial performance or specific payment card issuer 
data.  Some of the descriptions contained herein are conceptual only and subject to further review 
and finalization.  In addition, some of the Information may include assets, offers and benefits that 
are limited in time, duration, geography, or quantity. No assurances are given that any of these 
concepts, projections, estimates, or expectations will be achieved, that the analysis provided is 
error-free, and/or that a particular asset, offer or benefit will be available – they are subject to 
change.  

The Information is provided to you on an “AS IS” basis for use at your own risk. Mastercard is 
under no obligation to update the Information and you are solely responsible for your use of the 
Information as well as any decision or action you take as a result of this Information. Mastercard 
will not be responsible for any action you take as a result of this review, or any inaccuracies, 
inconsistencies, formatting errors, or omissions in the Information.
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