Vale Peter Lowrie
Peter retired in 2008 and his position in RTA at the time was Manager, Network
Performance Development and he had held this position since 2001 when it was created. I
started in this same position in 2008 when Peter retired. When I first walked up to what was
Peter’s desk in the office in the Australian Technology Park, I heard a comment from a
neighbouring desk “Big shoes to fill”. That comment was from Doug Quail and at the time I
did have some understanding of what I was taking on, but I have to say that I didn’t or
couldn’t really have known the depth of this and have been learning about this ever since.
In my former position in Network Operations, I managed traffic signals on the North Shore.
This was something that I inherited from John Tough. When searching official records, you
often find names of former staff on memos and hand written comments. A few times I
found comments in tell-tale handwriting style a brief but succinct operational comment
from Peter. In the SCATS Action Lists, there were some old actions (as indicated by the
date), together with a comment and initials “PRL”. At first, I didn’t know whose these initials
were, but in time discovered that I was privileged to have inherited something that Peter
had been responsible for.
Wherever SCATS is referenced, you will almost always find citations of Peter’s publications.
Peter’s three most famous publications are arguably the following – SCATS Principles,
Methodology and Algorithms, International Conference on Road Traffic Signalling, London
1982; SCATS, A Traffic Responsive Method of Controlling Urban Traffic, 1990 and SCATS –
The History of its Development, 8th ITS World Congress, Sydney 2001. Peter also contributed
a whole chapter discussing SCATS in some detail to Traffic Engineering and Management, a
publication of Monash University.
Peter was profound in summarising points in unusual ways. As an example, an article in the
Australian Financial Review in 1991 about Shanghai states “Peter Lowrie, the RTA's traffic
systems manager, says that on his first trip to Shanghai in 1984 it was quite common for taxi
drivers to turn off their engines at traffic lights. “The system jammed up. You could wait six
or seven minutes,” he says. “Now they do not have a chance to turn their engine off.”” I
think that might have been after installing SCATS.
Peter was a master at arguing a point, to what some would think the most trivial but in fact
the most important. I recall attending a meeting with Peter, Nick Rubbi and Doug Quail
arguing at length about what a second of time is in simulation and how it would be
implemented. Thanks to Peter, we can be sure that SCATSIM is time compliant.
One of Peter’s most significant contributions to SCATS is how it actually measures traffic.
Most people know that SCATS uses loop detectors for measurement and often that SCATS
uses traffic counts for decision making. Other people go beyond this and assume that SCATS
uses occupancy. Fewer people know that SCATS actually measures the opposite of
occupancy, what we refer to as non-occupancy, which is the primary influence of decision
making in SCATS. We can thank Peter for this ground-breaking discovery and the way it
differentiates SCATS from other systems.

SCATS ramp metering is one of Peter’s more recent inventions. First implemented as part of
a project in Minneapolis in the USA in the mid 1990’s, the Ramp Metering System (RMS) was
replatformed from a DEC PDP (old minicomputer) to PC (modern microprocessor, just like
SCATS) as the SCATS Ramp Metering System (SRMS) for deployment in New Zealand in
2003.
I know that Peter always wanted to see SCATS ramp metering operating in Sydney. The M4
Smart Motorway project in Sydney started in 2010. Thanks to this project, since late last
year we have had SRMS operational in Sydney on the M4 controlling 16 entry ramps.
Channel 9 ran a news story just last Friday night highlighting the benefits of the project
which are almost all attributable to SRMS. I am certain that Peter would be happy to know
that SCATS ramp metering in Sydney is finally a reality.
In 2003, the RTA developed an Oral History with a section on Traffic Management Initiatives
and this includes recordings of Peter talking about SCATS.
(Reference: https://www.rms.nsw.gov.au/about/environment/protecting-heritage/oralhistory-program/traffic-management-initiatives.html).
The Australian Institute of Traffic Planning and Management (AITPM) have commemorated
Peter’s passing. The website page begins with “Australia has lost one the great SCATS
pioneers with the passing of Peter Lowrie.”
(Reference: https://www.aitpm.com.au/news/news-2/vale-peter-lowrire).
Anybody that knew Peter knew that he liked a drink and a smoke.
In the past, quite a few of us would travel for SCATS installations overseas. One of the
unofficial requirements of such travel was to bring back a carton of Camel cigarettes for
Peter (duty free of course), which he always appreciated. Alan Dixon talks about monitoring
SCATS on site with Peter in Hong Kong and says that each line of the SM can be correlated
to a puff on a cigarette by Peter. When Peter retired, he left behind a full packet of some
unusual Russian cigarettes, which I have inherited and still have in my possession. I’m not a
smoker, but my guess is that knowing Peter that these are strong cigarettes!
As far as drinking goes, Peter was no stranger to the humble instant coffee in the office or a
glass of decent red wine. You don’t need an explanation as to why Peter acquired the title of
“last to leave” or “last out Lowrie” – dedication to those he associated with.
Vale Peter Lowrie – may his legacy live on.

Fraser Johnson
Manager, Network Performance Development
Transport for NSW
10 March 2021
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