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Balanced development

• The East Coast Higher Speed Rail catchment is 
expected to double to 30 million people by 2060, 
75% of Australia’s population

• On current trends, Melbourne, Sydney and Brisbane 
will grow by 10 million by then, in many cases at the 
expense of smaller cities

• COVID has opened the option of more people 
working from regional centres. But they need to 
maintain business and social connections

• Higher Speed Rail will facilitate this by putting 
everyone in the East Coast within 2 hours of the 
nearest capital city 

• Investment in air and road cannot achieve this

• Potential for 2.5 million fewer people in capital cities 
by 2060 compared with current forecasts, with better 
economic and lifestyle choices for regional Australia
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Reduced congestion costs

• Congestion in Sydney, Melbourne 
and Brisbane cost $12 billion in 
2016

• Costs are much smaller in smaller 
cities

• The cumulative cost of 
congestion is estimated to reach 
$1 trillion by 2060

• Congestion rises faster than 
population for large cities

• Reduction in growth for three 
biggest cities will reduce overall 
costs
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More affordable housing

• Sydney and Melbourne are the third and fourth least affordable cities in the world

• Smaller cities in Australia can be up to 50% cheaper

• More balanced population growth will improve overall affordability for three-quarters of 
Australia’s population
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Environmental benefits

• Australia’s transport emissions have grown 60% since 
1990. Diesel and aviation gasoline use are key elements 
of this

• Rail is at least three times more energy-efficient than 
trucks (for freight) or aircraft (for passengers)

• Electric trains can utilise 100% renewable energy, 
producing low carbon inter-city as well as urban mass 
transport

• Rail can also reduce accidents, local air pollution and 
other externalities of road transport
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Reduced infrastructure costs

Western Sydney airport under construction. Major upgrades to Brisbane 
and Melbourne Airports will also be needed in future without fast rail

• Rapid population growth in Sydney, Melbourne and 
Brisbane has required massive urban infrastructure 
projects to cope with rising travel demand

• Major urban motorways such as Westconnex in Sydney 
cost up to $700m per kilometre because of the need for 
major tunnels and interchanges. Underground metros in 
the three cities are also extremely expensive because of 
the complexity of building in heavily urbanised areas

• Sydney’s second airport and associated rail and road links 
is set to cost $28 billion. Major upgrades to Melbourne 
and Brisbane airports will also be needed, as well as 
further major upgrades to the Hume and Pacific Highways, 
if fast rail is not built

• An East Coast High Speed Rail corridor is likely to cost an 
average of around $100m per kilometre, a fraction of the 
cost of alternatives

• By reducing population growth rates in the three big 
cities, fast rail could produce major savings in other urban 
and intercity infrastructure to offset much (or all) of the 
cost of the route

Sydney’s 
Westconnex 

Project and Rozelle 
Interchange
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Transport capacity and efficiency

An East Coast High Speed Rail, coupled with new rail 
technology and the Inland Rail, could accommodate 50% 
of freight movement in the corridor by 2050, as well as 
a significant share of air travel and long-distance car 
trips

• Currently 8,000 trucks per day use the Hume Highway, and there are 
high volumes also on the Pacific Highway. These are expected to 
double by 2060

• Before COVID, the Sydney-Melbourne air corridor was one of the 
busiest in the world, reflecting the lack of fast surface alternatives

• If intercity travel demand does return to previous trends once COVID 
is passed, major upgrades will be needed both to airport 
infrastructure and to major highways, unless higher speed rail is built

• Even before COVID, other changes have threatened the viability of 
regional airlines. Faster rail can provide better alternatives for many 
regional cities New technology in Europe allows rapid transfer between road and rail, increasing overall 

efficiency for freight movement
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• Regional fast rail

• COVID-19

• Climate action

• Borrowing costs

• New transport and development options

• Corridors under threat

2

WHY NOW?
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Regional fast rail upgrades and studies are already under way. 

These provide immense opportunities if well-planned.  But 
without co-ordination there is a risk of sub-optimal investments. 
For example:

• Victoria and NSW have recently ordered new diesel-powered regional trains 
capable of only 160 km/hour, and non-tilting, providing only modest 
improvements in travel times 

• ARTC in Queensland is upgrading the standard gauge freight line for about 60km 
south of Brisbane for freight - the same corridor recommended in the 2013 HSR 
study

• The Queensland Government is planning to upgrade links to the Gold Coast and to 
build a new link to the Sunshine Coast, both narrow gauge and operating at up to 
160 km/hour. However it is unclear how these could link with an eventual high 
speed network

• NSW is examining upgrades for lines out of Sydney, but an integrated plan for both 
longer distance passenger and freight services is needed

• Victoria is upgrading the Shepparton and NE lines but only to 160 km/hour max 
speeds and with no integrated long-term plan for both freight and passengers

Regional fast rail
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• The pandemic has upended the economy. But it 
has also opened the way for many people to live 
and work outside the major capital cities

• Higher Speed Rail could put two-thirds of 
Australians within 2 hours of the nearest capital 
city, enabling them to maintain business, family 
and social connections without having to live in 
the big cities

• A faster rail plan would encourage a shift in 
investment patterns and location decisions by 
employers and others

• It can also help regional tourism and other sectors 
including higher education, manufacturing and 
government services, to relocate over time to 
regional cities.The Gold Coast, the Mid-North Coast and the 

Goulburn Valley are just three regional areas 
which could benefit from high speed rail, by 

stimulating tourism and other industries

Atlassian is building a new 
headquarters next to Sydney’s Central 

Station, but allows its employees to 
work from home, from a regional 

centre or from head office.
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• The world is fast running out of time to prevent catastrophic climate change

• E, Japan and US have pledged net zero emissions by 2050, China by 2060 and other countries are stepping up

• Australia will need to greatly accelerate action to cut emissions across all sectors, including transport

• It will have to demonstrate this by next year’s climate conference in Edinburgh in December with a long-term plan

• Higher Speed Rail offers an opportunity to invest now in technology that has a fraction of the overall environmental 
impact of conventional air or road transport
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• Current bond rates, both nominal and real, are amongst the lowest on record, and could go slightly lower 
still in the next few years to help the economy recover from COVID-19

• This is the perfect time for governments to fund long-term infrastructure projects because it is both 
cheaper than ever before to fund such projects, and it reduces the discount rate used to evaluate their 
cost-benefit ratio
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• Major public transport projects 
provide new options for High 
Speed Rail to serve our cities:

• New metros in Sydney, Melbourne 
and Brisbane

• New light rail projects in the Gold 
Coast, Newcastle and Canberra

• These open up new station locations 
and interchanges in Sydney, 
Melbourne, Brisbane and Canberra 

• For example, a new route for HSR 
through Sydney (via Parramatta 
or via Olympic Park) could be 
cheaper and more effective than 
the route identified in the 2013 
HSR Study. 

• High Speed Rail could open up 
development opportunities in 
existing regional cities as well as 
in new cities on the route.

Canberra Light Rail (top) and Sydney 
Metro (below). 
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• New Intermodal terminals and rail 
upgrades in Australia could see a return 
to rail freight

• Inland Rail is planned to increase rail’s 
mode share for Melbourne-Brisbane 
freight to 62%

• Overseas, new technologies allow whole 
trains to be loaded and unloaded in as 
little as 90 minutes and for rapid transfer 
of palletized freight.

• New high-powered electric locomotives 
can haul heavy trains at high speeds

• Italy has introduced very high speed 
freight trains operating on high speed 
lines, with China to follow

Sydney’s Moorebank terminal (top); 
Brisbane’s Bromelton terminal (middle); and 

Riverina Intermodal Terminal (bottom)

Germany’s CARGOBEAMER (top);
Kiruna wagon for palletized freight (middle) and Italy’s 

High Speed Freight Train (bottom) 
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• Higher-speed freight trains could handle(a):

• Conventional containers

• Side-loading Pallets

• Side-loading trailers from semis and B-doubles.

• The combination of the

• Existing Melbourne and Brisbane main line

• The Inland Rail

• A new High-Speed line

could handle 50% of future total north-south freight movement 
(including bulk, industrial and general freight) in the Melbourne –
Sydney – Brisbane corridor, up from less than 20% now. The high-
speed line would handle 150 km/hr freight trains at night between 
terminals on the outskirts of Melbourne, Sydney and Brisbane, 
when passenger trains are not using the line. 

* Specific types of trains would use specific types of terminal facilities. 

• Recent surveys of truck movements on the Hume Highway 

• There are approximately 8,000 trucks / day, with 70% semis 
and B-doubles, and 60% curtain sided / reefer/van, and 
with a total of around 70 million Gross tonnes pa.

• 30% of truck-based freight has potential for transfer to rail 
based on truck type, load type and likely trip lengths

• More research will refine these estimates
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• Securing corridors for high speed rail projects near or 
through our major cities is getting more difficult each 
year

• For example, some areas south of Sydney identified in 
the 2013 HSR study for the HSR corridor are now being 
developed (Appin Valley and Bingara Gorge)

• Corridors within the major capitals are also hard to find, 
requiring extensive and expensive tunneling

• Any further delays in securing the necessary corridors 
will add costs and reduce likely travel time savings

• Similarly, failure to secure land around potential station 
sites will limit benefits for government and reduce 
opportunities for affordable housing developments
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Corridors under threat
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BUILDING IN STAGES 
TOWARDS AN 

ULTIMATE NETWORK

Possible High-Speed Network in 2060, starting in 2020
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Possible High-Speed Network in 2060. 

• CORE SYSTEM Links
connect capital cities 
and cities on route

• High Speed Links
connect to other key 
cities

• Fast Regional Links to 
other cities in wider 
corridor

Principles behind the Ultimate Plan
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• As shown on the right, travel times will come down 
progressively

• The ultimate aim is to have everyone in the East Coast 
Corridor within 2 hours of a major capital city
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Travel time and accessibility options



HSR Core system

High Speed Connections

Fast Regional Links

• Based on 2013 HSR Plan but with modifications
• Max design speed 330 km/hour where appropriate
• Double track, Electrified generally at 25 kvAC

• Max design speed 250 km/hour where appropriate
• Electrified where appropriate
• Double track where traffic density warrants

• Max design speed 160 km/hour where appropriate
• Electrified if required by traffic or other factors
• Double track where traffic density warrants
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Ultimate infrastructure design
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Track, loading gauge and other designs



Initial Regional Fast Rail

Begin with regional fast rail links from the capitals, 
then progressively add connecting links and extensions
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Start with faster regional trains and high speed hybrid trains, then add very high speed trains 
and high speed freight

STAGE 1A (2020-2025): Make initial improvements in regional and intercity 
services with new, improved rollingstock in NSW, Victoria and Queensland

STAGE 1B (2025 – 2030): Introduce hybrid tilt trains (e.g. Talgo Dual 250) on 
selected lines and cascade phase 1 trains to other lines to improve 
frequencies. Introduce new style intermodal trains on interstate and regional 
freight services

STAGE 2 (2030-2040): Introduce full high-speed trains when first electrified 
high speed line completed; cascade phase 2 and phase 1 trains to other 
lines. Expand intermodal freight services 

STAGE 3 (2040-2050): Add more high-speed trains and introduce fast 
intermodal services using high-powered electric locomotives
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Initial projects are already underway or announced, but they need to be integrated into an overall strategy 
Currently under study Already announced / underway

Victoria

Shepparton line upgrade (broad gauge)

North-East line to Albury upgrade (standard gauge)

Melbourne to Geelong

Freight projects

New South Wales

Initial upgrade to Main Southern line (standard gauge)

Sydney to Newcastle

Sydney to Canberra

Sydney to Bathurst / Orange

Queensland

Upgrade to interstate freight line Acacia Ridge to Bromelton (standard gauge)

Brisbane to Gold Coast line upgrade (narrow gauge)

Brisbane to the Sunshine Coast

Brisbane to Toowoomba
26

We can start now
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CONCLUSIONS

• The economic, environmental, demographic and social case 
for investment in higher speed rail has never been stronger

• While efforts are already underway in rail, a lack of 
integration and coordination risks creating an unnecessarily 
expensive and fragmented system

• To ensure the benefits of these investments, we need to 
establish a coordinated, intergovernmental taskforce to:

• Extend the work of the National Faster Rail Agency to incorporate the 
earlier work done on High Speed Rail

• Integrate regional fast rail projects into a longer term plan for an East 
Coast High Speed Rail, based on but updated from the 2013 HSR Study

• Secure corridors and station sites as soon as possible

• Include an integrated freight strategy for the East Coast, taking 
advantage of recent developments in intermodal freight technology 
and investment, and 

• Build in a coordinated set of policies to encourage decentralisation 
from the three big capitals to other cities in the corridor 27



More Information

• Higher Speed Rail: A New Approach (Full Report)
• Population Management in the East Coast Corridor
• High Speed Rail Freight
• New High Speed Route Options

MORE INFORMATION
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THANK YOU

Report prepared by Dr Garry Glazebrook

JANUARY 2021

More information: www.fastrackaustralia.net

Contact: g.glazebrook@fastrackaustralia.net
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