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The value of rail 
in Victoria
Rail is a major Victorian industry and  
an essential public service. In 2024,  
the industry directly contributed  
$4.3 billion to Victoria’s economy and 
supported 20,216 jobs.  

$4.3 billion
direct contribution 

to Victoria’s 
economy in 2024

20,216 jobs 
supported  

across Victoria  
in 2024

Passenger rail generates $1.9 billion in economic activity and creates 9,560 Victorian jobs. It is 
home to the world’s largest tram network. In 2023-24 more than 337 million passengers travelled 
on Melbourne’s rail network.

Network coverage of rail (route kilometres)

401km  
urban heavy rail

250km 
urban light rail

1,763 km 
non-urban rail

Passenger rail

Freight rail generates $600 million in economic 
activity and creates 1,971 jobs Victorian jobs. 
It supports Victorian industries and supply 
chains by moving goods efficiently over long 
distances, reducing truck movements and 
relieving pressure on the road network. 

Victoria’s rail manufacturing and supply-chain 
capability is among the strongest in Australia, 
generating $800 million in economic activity 
and creating 4,792 jobs. It provides major 
employment hubs across Greater Melbourne, 
Ballarat and Bendigo. 

Freight 
rail

Manufacturing and 
supply

The rail construction sector is a significant driver 
of the state’s economy, generating $1 billion 
in activity each year and creating 3,892 jobs. 
Key projects such as Suburban Rail Loop and 
Melbourne Airport Rail Link are planned, supporting 
continued jobs and growth over the coming years.

Rail 
construction



2026 Victorian election policy priorities // ARA 

Investing in 
Victoria’s future
As the home of Australia’s fastest 
growing city, Victoria must continue 
to invest in both new projects and 
improvements to the existing network 
to support its development. Investing 
in a strong transport network enables 
housing growth, urban development and 
economic opportunity for all Victorians. 
Meanwhile, a strong manufacturing and 
supply chain will ensure essential skills 
remain in Victoria to support the state’s 
growing transport needs.

Key project facts

Suburban Rail Loop
Suburban Rail Loop is a transformative project that 
is critical to Victoria’s growth. Major construction 
is underway on Suburban Rail Loop East, with 
thousands of people already working on the 
project. Any further uncertainty or delays will 
increase costs, put jobs at risk and shake industry 
confidence in Victoria’s ability to deliver on its 
infrastructure commitments.

1
Commit to completing SRL East. Honour existing contracts and 
timelines protect the project’s core functionality and long-term 
benefits

2 Complete the Victorian Government’s technical review promptly, 
with clear timeframes and industry consultation

3 Ensure any future “pause and review” is tightly time-limited  
and clearly focused on practical delivery efficiencies

Key recommendations

Enabling up to
70,000

additional homes

Provides access to up to 
100,000 

additional jobs within a one-
hour public transport journey

26km 
orbital line will connect  

four existing rail 
corridors
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Melbourne Airport Rail Link 
Melbourne Airport Rail Link Stage 1 will transform 
Sunshine into a major transport superhub and create 
capacity for airport and electrified Melton services. 
It is essential that the full connection – including the 
airport and Keilor East stations – are completed to 
improve access to jobs and services and support 
development in Melbourne’s west and north west.

Rollingstock
Victoria’s rollingstock manufacturing and 
maintenance capability is a major economic and 
strategic asset. A long-term sustainable pipeline 
is needed to provide the industry with continuity, 
retain skilled workers and maximise the state’s 
manufacturing capability.

Future Victorian rollingstock programs should 
align with relevant national standards, technical 
requirements and product approval processes to 
support improved national alignment and drive 
economies of scale. This would allow Victorian 
manufacturers and suppliers to participate more 
effectively in projects across Australia. 

Enabling 1,000 train services 
through Sunshine each day

Creates an essential airport 
link, supporting passenger 
growth

Creates new development 
opportunities in Melbourne’s 
west and north west

About the project

1
Commit to delivering the full 
Melbourne Airport Rail project, 
beyond the current enabling works

2

Agree and publish a clear, funded 
delivery plan with the Australian 
Government and Melbourne 
Airport, covering the remaining 
scope, sequencing, timeframes 
and integration with the broader 
rail network

Key recommendations

1

Commit to a transparent, long-
term Victorian rollingstock 
pipeline, including indicative 
procurement, delivery, 
refurbishment and maintenance 
timeframes

2
Engage industry in fleet 
planning early and align future 
rollingstock requirements with 
national standards and approval 
frameworks 

Key recommendations
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Digital systems
Victoria faces a significant gap in its digital rail 
and signalling project pipeline at the same time 
as critical network assets are ageing and require 
renewal. Delays and gaps in digital signalling projects 
create network vulnerability, increase maintenance 
requirements and raise the risk of failures. 

Melbourne’s signalling network is a patchwork of 
technologies, ranging from relatively new systems to 
equipment more than 100 years old. This complexity 
increases maintenance demands, network 
vulnerability and the operational consequences of 
failures. The existing Digital Train Radio System is 
also based on ageing 2G GSM-R technology and is 
approaching end of life.

Investing in a digital rail program can drive significant 
improvements in the efficiency, safety, reliability and 
capacity of the existing rail network.

Unlike New South Wales and Queensland, Victoria 
lacks a clear pipeline of digital rail and signalling 
upgrades across its networks. This gap is becoming 
more pronounced as the Level Crossing Removal 
Program winds down and investment remains 
concentrated in a small number of major projects.

The absence of a sustained project pipeline is 
already affecting industry capability, with specialist 
signalling professionals being made redundant, 
moving interstate or leaving the sector. Once lost, 
this expertise will be difficult and expensive to 
rebuild. A coordinated program would improve safety, 
reliability and capacity while preserving the capability 
required to deliver Victoria’s future network.

1

Publish and fund a staged Victorian digital rail and signalling 
investment pipeline that prioritises ageing and high-risk assets 
and provides a clear pathway for European Train Control System 
deployment and the replacement of end-of-life telecommunications 
systems. The pipeline should integrate signalling renewals, 
Digital Train Radio System replacement, future FRMCS readiness, 
rollingstock modifications and wider network upgrades, while 
addressing interoperability with the ARTC freight network and other 
jurisdictions. 

2

Take immediate action to maintain industry capability by reviewing 
Victoria’s signalling engineering capacity and identifying renewals, 
enabling works and near-term projects that can be brought forward. 
This should include progressing existing ETCS business-case 
work and considering an ETCS Level 2 pilot, potentially on the 
Sandringham line where technically and operationally appropriate, 
alongside MR5 and other programs that can provide continuity of 
work.

Key recommendations

Ageing  
assets

Critical signalling 
assets are ageing 
and increasingly 
prone to failure.

End-of-life 2G 
GSM-R

Our 2G GSM-R 
radio system is 

approaching end  
of life.

Patchwork 
technologies
A patchwork of 

systems increases 
complexity, 

maintenance and 
operational risk.

Safer, more 
reliable network

Funding required 
to increase 

capacity 
and improve 
performance
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The Victorian Freight Plan 2025–30 recognises 
that further action is required for rail to remain 
competitive with road. It commits to improving 
network access and performance, supporting 
intermodal terminals, achieving more consistent 
21-tonne axle-load capability and encouraging mode 
shift. These commitments now need clear targets, 
sustained funding, delivery timeframes  
and accountability. 

A reliable and productive rail freight network will 
support regional industries, improve access to 
export markets, reduce trucks on Victorian roads and 
help meet the state’s emissions reduction objectives. 

30 
per cent

We must 
increase rail’s 
modal share 
to secure the 
future of freight

Moving more 
freight on rail

1
Set a target for rail to carry 30 per cent of Victoria’s contestable 
freight task, supported by an implementation plan, interim 
milestones and annual public reporting .

2
Develop and fund a 10–15-year Victorian rail freight network 
investment strategy, covering maintenance, renewals, resilience 
and targeted capacity improvements.

Key recommendations

Securing the 
future of freight
Victoria’s freight task is expected to 
more than double by 2051. Without 
a substantial increase in rail freight 
capacity and mode share, this growth 
will place greater pressure on already 
congested roads, increase road 
maintenance costs and emissions, and 
reduce the efficiency and resilience of 
Victorian supply chains. 

Enables regional 
industries

Connects Victoria 
with export markets

Fewer trucks  
on roads

Lower  
emissions

How rail freight drives Victoria’s economy
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The supply chain must have confidence in Victoria’s 
project pipeline in order to invest, innovate and 
grow. Stop-start investment makes it difficult for 
businesses to recruit and retain specialist workers, 
invest in facilities and technology, establish 
partnerships and secure supply-chain capacity. 
When projects are delayed, paused, re-scoped 
or cancelled, businesses carry tendering and 
workforce costs, capability is lost and investment is 
deferred. When projects restart, governments can 
face reduced competition, higher prices and the 
cost of rebuilding capability.

Victoria needs a regularly updated and well-
sequenced program covering new projects, 
rollingstock procurement, refurbishment, 
maintenance, upgrades and renewals. This should 
include early market engagement before scopes 
and specifications are finalised, and streamlined, 
standardised tendering requirements that are 
proportionate to project value and risk.

Procurement should assess whole-of-life value 
rather than lowest initial price alone, while 
nationally consistent local content definitions and 
greater mutual recognition are required to create 
economies of scale and reduce duplication. 

Together, these measures would strengthen 
Victoria’s rail manufacturing and broader supply-
chain capability to support future rail projects.

1

Establish and maintain a credible, 
funded and transparent pipeline, 
sequenced to maintain a 
sustainable baseline of work, with 
early communication and bridging 
arrangements where delays 
could result in the loss of critical 
capability

2

Engage industry before scopes, 
specifications, delivery models 
and packaging strategies are 
finalised, and bring procurement-
ready projects to market 
with mature scopes, clear 
requirements, transparent 
evaluation criteria and weightings, 
realistic tender timeframes, and 
appropriately sized packages 
that enable smaller and specialist 
businesses to participate

3
Standardise and streamline 
contracts, prequalification, 
management plans and assurance 
requirements, with proportionate 
allocation of risk

4

Build and measure enduring 
Australian manufacturing, 
engineering, technology, 
workforce and supply-chain 
capability through meaningful 
and monitored local-content 
commitments, nationally 
consistent definitions, and 
greater harmonisation and 
mutual recognition of standards, 
accreditation, competencies, 
prequalification and product type 
approvals

Key recommendationsSupporting local  
manufacturing
Victoria’s rail supply chain is a 
significant economic and strategic 
capability, encompassing manufacturers, 
contractors, technology providers, 
engineering firms and specialist small 
and medium-sized businesses. 



About the Australasian Railway 
Association
The ARA is the peak body for the rail industry in 
Australia and New Zealand. 

We proudly represent more than 240 member 
organisations with a shared vision to foster 
collaboration and create opportunities to support 
a thriving rail industry enabling economic growth 
and driving sustainability. Our members include 
listed and private companies, government 
agencies, franchisees, universities, research 
bodies, sole traders, preservation railways, 
associations and unions.  

They cover all aspects of rail including:  

•	 The passenger and freight operators that keep 
essential rail services moving;  

•	 The track owners, managers and contractors 
that deliver a safe and efficient rail infrastructure 
network;  

•	 The suppliers, manufacturers and consultants 
that drive innovation, productivity and efficiency 
in the industry. 

For further information about the 2026 
Victorian election policy priorities
Please contact Sebastian Zwalf 
Head of Policy & Advocacy on 
szwalf@ara.net.au or +61 411 306 607


