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The ARA 

The Australasian Railway Association (ARA) is the peak body for the rail sector in Australia and New Zealand, and 

advocates for more than 230 member organisations across the industry.  

Our membership covers every aspect of the rail industry, including: 

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

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

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

Our members are driven to support vibrant, sustainable and connected communities through greater use of rail across 

Australia and New Zealand. We bring together industry and government to help achieve this ambition.  

Our advocacy is informed by an extensive research program to ensure we offer solutions that are grounded in 

evidence and focused on delivering tangible value in our daily lives.  

The rail industry has a crucial role to play in the region’s sustainable development and growth and offers meaningful 

and rewarding careers for tens of thousands of people in the regions.  

Our significant program of work is focused on supporting a strong advocacy agenda and creating opportunities for the 

rail industry to network, collaborate and share information, and maximise the benefits we have to offer the wider 

community.  

The ARA thanks the Australian Communications and Media Authority (ACMA) for the opportunity to make this 

submission, which has been developed in consultation with ARA member organisations. Any questions regarding this 

submission should be directed to Joanne Wilson-Ridley, Policy Manager via JWilsonridley@ara.net.au. 

Australia’s Rail Industry 
Rail is a significant industry in Australia, creating economic activity through its operations and capital investments. It is 

an industry with activities across every major metropolitan and regional area and is supported by the full spectrum of 

skills in the Australian workforce.  

In 2024, the rail industry contributed around $39 billion to the Australian economy and employed more than 196,000 

workers (directly and indirectly in full-time equivalent terms, FTE). There is currently $162 billion of investment in rail 

civil construction and maintenance projects forecast over the next 10 years. 

mailto:JWilsonridley@ara.net.au
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The ARA response to the ACMA questions 
The ARA welcomes the opportunity to provide the following response to the ACMA consultation paper – New 

apparatus licensing arrangements for 1800 MHz rail services. 

We note to the ACMA that in preparing this response, the ARA has consulted with and consolidated the inputs from all 

rail industry spectrum licensees across Australia. Accordingly, where “the ARA” or “the rail industry” is mentioned 

below, this should be taken to represent the consolidated position of all rail licensees. 

The rail industry’s response to the specific questions asked in the consultation paper is provided below. 

Importantly, we note that the ACMA has framed the move of the rail industry to apparatus licences as a step to 

facilitate the transition to use of the 1900 MHz band. The rail industry rejects this baseline assumption. We have 

made clear in all our correspondence to the ACMA on the ESL process to date that it is unclear if it is possible for rail 

to vacate the existing allocation of the 1800 MHz band even if the 1900 MHz band was to be used. Certainly, it is not 

possible for this change to be made within the timeframes put forward by the ACMA.  

Accordingly, the comments below against each of the ACMA’s questions are provided in good faith, noting that the 

overall premise behind the transition to apparatus licences is not accepted by the rail industry. 
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Question 1: What are your views on the proposed licensing arrangements for 1800 MHz band rail services? 

Rail licensees’ strong preference is to retain all current protections and provisions with respect to the licensing of 

spectrum for rail industry use. 

Should a transition of the rail industry to use apparatus licences be contemplated by the ACMA, it can only be 

acceptable on the basis that the apparatus licensing arrangements deliver equivalent operational certainty, protection, 

and control in comparison to the current spectrum licensing. Rail licensees also note that the consultation paper 

indicates that the ACMA intends to preserve existing rail geographic areas and frequency ranges through assignment 

restrictions and licensing arrangements. However, clarification is required on the following items: 

Clarification of Spectrum Access Rights 

With respect to geographic areas and frequency ranges, it is unclear whether this represents a binding and enduring 

protection, or a policy intention that may be modified in the future. 

The ARA requests that the ACMA clarify whether the proposed arrangements will guarantee that: 

• the full frequency ranges currently available to each rail authority will remain exclusively available to that rail 

authority; 

• the full HCIS L2 geographic footprint currently associated with each rail spectrum licence will be retained; and 

• those protections cannot be reduced or reassigned to other users during the term of the apparatus licensing 

arrangements without the agreement of the affected rail authority. 

This clarification is important to provide rail operators with certainty that the proposed apparatus licensing framework 

will deliver spectrum access rights equivalent to those currently provided under the existing spectrum licences. 

The ARA also requests confirmation that rail authorities will retain the ability to deploy additional transmitters and 

make changes to network infrastructure within their existing authorised geographic areas and assigned frequency 

ranges, without any reduction in spectrum access rights or interference protections. This flexibility is necessary to 

support network growth, operational changes, coverage enhancements and the ongoing management of safety-critical 

rail communications systems. 
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Consideration of Existing LTE Rail Deployment in Perth 

The consultation paper appropriately considers the continued operation of legacy GSM-R systems and the future 

deployment of 5G-based FRMCS technologies. However, it does not appear to explicitly consider existing LTE-based 

rail communications networks currently operating in the 1800 MHz band under rail spectrum licences in Perth. It is 

essential that any arrangements consider and accommodate this LTE-based network. 

It would be beneficial for the ACMA to clarify how the proposed apparatus licensing framework has been assessed 

against this existing deployment, and whether the proposed, channelisation arrangements, coordination requirements 

and coexistence provisions have been developed to preserve the capabilities currently available under the spectrum 

licensing framework. 
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Question 2: What are your views on the proposed taxes for 1800 MHz band rail services? 

The ARA notes that the taxes outlined represent a reduction in fees compared to current spectrum licences, however 

we reiterate our previous submissions on appropriate taxation arrangements. 

As referenced in the ACMA’s consultation paper, rail licensees remain of the view that it is inappropriate for taxes for 

use of spectrum by rail be viewed in an equivalent way to spectrum used by commercial businesses. Given that rail’s 

use of spectrum has been previously identified as being in the public interest (hence the public interest discount 

previously applied) and given that any fees paid by rail licences essentially amount to government-to-government 

transfers, it is unclear why any fees are appropriate over and above cost recovery for the ACMA. 

Further, taxes based on population do not seem appropriate for rail services that don’t provide public coverage over 

broad areas, given that rail networks are by nature linear assets. Should some fees be necessary (for whatever 

reason), the ACMA should consider options such as adopting a reduced HCIS scale, using a dedicated rail pricing 

category or adopting a discount mechanism for safety-critical infrastructure. We note that the ACMA’s consultation 

paper indicates that ACMA “may reconsider these proposals at a later date”, and we suggest that these proposals be 

considered now. 

With respect to the scheme outlined by the ACMA, the consultation paper indicates that existing rail geographic areas 

will be preserved through HCIS Level 2-based assignment restrictions. However, it is unclear whether the ACMA’s 

position is that apparatus licence taxes will be calculated solely based on HCIS Level 2 blocks containing licensed 

base stations, or whether charges will apply to the broader set of HCIS Level 2 blocks reserved to the rail authority. 

This distinction could have a material impact on licence costs and would assist rail operators in understanding the 

financial implications of the proposed transition from spectrum licences to apparatus licences. 
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Question 3: What are your views on the proposed licence durations for rail services in the 1800 MHz band? 

The proposed licence durations for rail services in the 1800 MHz band are unacceptable for the rail industry and do 

not represent a viable way forward. 

The consultation paper indicates that rail operators are expected to retain access to the 1800 MHz band for the 

medium term, which the ACMA has described as approximately 8–10 years. However, the proposed apparatus 

licensing framework provides licence terms of up to 5 years, with renewals extending only to approximately 8.5 years. 

As has been pointed out to the ACMA several times, commencing with the ARA’s response to the ACMA’s ESL 

Preliminary Views in June 2025, the rail industry needs certainty of spectrum availability in order to continue to provide 

vital rail services in Australia’s capital cities. Radio-related investments are currently being made in all jurisdictions 

where a licence is held, and there is no clear pathway that enables Australian rail operators to migrate all safety-critical 

communications services from 1800 MHz to 1900 MHz within this investment cycle. 

The ARA notes that part of this investment cycle includes the LTE network serving the Perth suburban railway, which 

is currently being commissioned and uses the 1800 MHz band. This network would be expected to operate for a 

minimum of 15 years. 

The current investment profile in radio systems across Australia’s rail networks means that a transition from the 1800 

MHz spectrum to the 1900 MHz spectrum over the next 8–10 years would result in stranded investment of between 

$500 million and $1 billion. It is highly unlikely that funding will be made available by any state government to replace 

radio assets ahead of their planned economic life. 

Accordingly, it is impossible for rail licensees to accept the licence duration restrictions outlined by the ACMA. Equally 

it would be imprudent for the ACMA to make future plans on the basis of rail licensees ceasing to use the 1800 MHz 

spectrum in the timeframes outlined.  

As the ARA has previously communicated, it is also unclear whether it would be possible for rail to fully vacate the 

existing allocation of the 1800 MHz band even if the 1900 MHz band was to be made available for rail purposes. 

The ARA, and rail licensees, recognise the need and welcome the opportunity to work collaboratively with the ACMA 

to investigate and confirm the appropriate long-term arrangements for the 1800 MHz band, considering also the 

opportunity presented through the use of the 1900 MHz band. However, rail operators require sufficient certainty 

regarding ongoing access to spectrum to support network planning, asset management, investment decisions and 

technology evolution. 
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Should future spectrum arrangements ultimately require migration from the 1800 MHz band, planning, funding, 

procurement, testing and implementation of new radio equipment would be expected to take many years. Accordingly, 

it is highly unlikely that rail operators could reasonably transition away from the band immediately following the current 

medium-term planning horizon, as proposed. Put simply, rail communications systems represent long-life critical 

infrastructure with deployment and renewal cycles measured in decades rather than years. 

The ACMA should consider providing a minimum term of 10-years extension for rail licences in the 1800 MHz band, 

supported by a streamlined and presumptive renewal mechanism for subsequent extension(s), pending the outcome 

of the analysis on long term arrangements referred to above and considering potential investment timeframes in each 

jurisdiction. This would provide a level of certainty for rail licensees that is closely aligned with the ACMA's stated 

policy position that continued rail use of the 1800 MHz band is in the public interest for the medium term, while still 

preserving the ACMA's ability to determine the long-term future use of the band. 
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Question 4: What are your views on the cell edge distance and proposed coexistence criteria for when 

relaxed unwanted emission limits for 1800 MHz band spectrum licensed transmitters should be permitted? 

The ARA supports the ACMA's objective of providing a pragmatic coexistence framework between rail services and 

adjacent spectrum licensed services. However, we consider that the proposed arrangements require strengthening. 

Coordination arrangements 

The ARA supports the ACMA's proposed approach to coordination between rail PTS services and adjacent spectrum 

licensed services. 

The proposed arrangements appropriately build upon the existing coexistence framework within RALI MS34 and 

continue to utilise the established interference management principles contained in the Radiocommunications 

(Unacceptable Levels of Interference – 1800 MHz Band) Determination 2023. 

The ARA particularly supports the proposed amendment to Section 3.3.2 of RALI MS34 to clarify that spectrum 

licensees do not automatically have priority over rail services operating under a PTS licence where interference occurs 

between adjacent area services. This amendment will assist in maintaining coexistence arrangements that more 

closely reflect the current spectrum licensing framework and provide greater certainty that rail services will not be 

disadvantaged because of transitioning from spectrum licences to apparatus licences. 

The proposed approach supports equitable coexistence between spectrum licensed and rail services while preserving 

continuity for existing rail operations. 

The ARA also supports the ACMA's proposal that future rail deployments receive the same level of protection as 

existing deployments and requests clarification regarding the practical implementation of this arrangement where 

modifications to adjacent spectrum licensed services may be required. 

Additional measure[s] linked to proposed core conditions on renewed 1800 MHz band spectrum licences 

The ARA supports the maintenance of existing limits for unwanted emission levels that fall within rail frequency 

ranges. 

The ARA supports the intent of protecting rail cell edges proposed within modification to section 3.3.4 of RALI MS34 – 

however, applying a general 5 km rule and basing this from rail base station location is not sufficient to provide 

confidence that rail cell edges will be protected. 

The proposed 5 km separation distance appears to be derived primarily from the spacing between registered rail base 

stations and an assumed midpoint cell boundary. Rail communications networks are increasingly supporting train 
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control applications (such as ETCS and CBTC), which have specific operational coverage, reliability, and handover 

requirements. As a result, operationally significant cell-edge and handover regions may not necessarily align with the 

simplified assumptions used in the consultation paper. 

The ARA notes that handover locations are both safety and operationally critical: interference in these areas can bring 

a train to a standstill should a movement authority be missed. 

The ARA highlights that, in general, rail networks implement a variety of RAN architectures to provide continued 

operation during a site or base station failure. These architectures could require dual coverage layers per site or 

overlapping coverage provided by two or more sites. Within a given network, examples of both architectures may be 

present depending on location. Each RAN architecture would have different locations of cell-edge and handover 

regions. 

The ARA requests that the ACMA provide further information on how the proposed 5 km separation distance was 

determined and confirm whether the assessment considered the protection requirements of train-borne receivers and 

ETCS operational communications, rather than solely the location of rail base stations. 

The ARA suggests that to protect handover areas, it is more important to set a separation distance from handover 

areas.  

The ARA considers that any proposal to relax emission limits should be supported by detailed coexistence studies to 

demonstrate that rail services, including future FRMCS deployments, will not be adversely impacted. Until such 

evidence is available, current protection arrangements should be maintained. Given the safety-critical nature of rail 

communications, a precautionary approach is warranted, and the burden of proof should rest on demonstrating no 

adverse impact to rail operations before protections are reduced. 

Rail licensees would like to see calculations based on expected interference levels rather than rely on a blanket 

distance from a rail base station that does not appear to protect all rail cell edges as the ACMA intended. 

The ARA also requests confirmation that the assessment has been undertaken with regard to existing GSM-R and 

LTE rail deployments, as well as anticipated future FRMCS deployments, and that the proposed coexistence 

arrangements will continue to provide an appropriate level of protection for these services. 
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Question 5: Do you agree with our preferred method for implementing unwanted emission limits for 1800 

MHz band rail services? 

The ARA notes that proposed unwanted emission limits (UEL) for rail PTS licences are derived from the unwanted 

emission framework to be applicable to 1800 MHz spectrum licences that are intended to be in effect from 18 June 

2028. 

While the ARA supports the ACMA's objective of maintaining a consistent coexistence framework, it is not clear 

whether proposed limits provide deployment flexibility equivalent to that currently available under spectrum licensing 

framework. 

The ARA requests confirmation that proposed limits have been assessed against existing GSM-R deployments, 

existing LTE-based rail deployments, and anticipated future FRMCS deployments; and that they will not constrain 

network modernisation, technology evolution, or future deployment options that would otherwise be permissible under 

current spectrum licensing framework. 

The ARA acknowledges that for rail 5G deployments, CB02 UEL are like current spectrum licence emission levels for 

cases of single TX ports. Given current deployments include GSM-R and LTE, the ARA requests specific treatment of 

GSM-R UEL by maintaining current GSM-R UEL into DECT band to avoid any rework that might impact rail 

operations. The ARA agrees that asymmetric UEL would be an unusual requirement.  

For GSM-R the ARA believes this to be unnecessary and that upper and lower edges should maintain current UEL. 

The ARA will need to seek advice from likely equipment manufacturers regarding asymmetrical UEL for GSM-R, LTE, 

and 5G and seek time to perform this consultation. 

However, given CB01 levels proposed for lower edge, the ARA believes that for LTE and 5G that rail infrastructure 

managers will be able to comply. 
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Question 6: What are your views on the proposed technical rules and device details for apparatus licensed 

rail services in the 1800 MHz band? 

Technical rules and device details 

The ARA supports the inclusion of provisions to support rail services in RALI MS34 so long as these provisions have 

no impact on current and planned rail deployments. 

The ARA agrees that any proposed changes must support legacy GSM-R and modern 5G-based FRMCS 

technologies that rail operators intend to deploy. 

Support for future 5G-based FRMCS technology  

The ARA supports the ACMA's stated intention that the proposed arrangements will support future 5G-based FRMCS 

technologies, while providing conditions equivalent to those currently available under existing spectrum licensing 

framework. 

Assignment 

The rail industry supports the ACMA's proposal to transition existing registered transmitters to new apparatus licensing 

framework without requiring re-coordination where transmitter details remain unchanged. 

This approach appropriately recognises that these services have already been authorised and coordinated under 

existing licensing framework, while reducing administrative burden, transition costs and implementation risk for both 

rail operators and the ACMA. 

Power limits and channel arrangements 

The ARA supports proposed maximum power limits for rail services. 

The ARA supports the proposal not to require GSM-R to comply with 5 MHz channel raster. 

Channel arrangements 

The ARA supports the ACMA's proposed channel arrangements and recognises the need to accommodate GSM-R 

systems, which utilise 200 kHz channel spacing and therefore cannot readily comply with 5 MHz channel raster. 

However, the draft update to RALI MS34 should be clarified to ensure that the exemption from the channel raster 

requirements applies only to GSM-R deployments. The existing LTE deployment operating in the 1800 MHz band in 
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Perth, and future 5G/FRMCS deployments should continue to operate in accordance with the applicable channel 

arrangements for those technologies. 

This clarification would better align the drafting with the stated rationale for the exemption and provide greater certainty 

regarding the channelisation requirements applicable to different rail communications technologies. 
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Question 7: What are your views on the proposed operational restrictions for rail services in the 1800 MHz 

band? 

The ARA supports the ACMA's proposal to retain a licence condition requiring use of spectrum in the 1800 MHz bands 

allocated to the rail industry to be limited to the provision of specific rail activities. However, the rail industry proposes 

that the special condition be amended to include rail operational communications, as follows: 

A person must only operate a radiocommunications transmitter for the purpose of the provision of rail safety, 

operations and control communications. 

This amendment to the proposed condition appropriately reflects the purpose for which these frequency ranges have 

been made available to the rail industry and is consistent with the ACMA's stated view that continued rail use of the 

spectrum represents the optimal public interest outcome in the short-to-medium term. The additional reference to rail 

operations will eliminate potential confusion about scope of use.  

The ARA also supports the application of the condition across the full frequency ranges proposed for rail services. This 

provides clarity regarding the intended use of the spectrum and assists in ensuring that the spectrum remains 

available to support operationally critical railway communications, including existing GSM-R and LTE deployments, 

future FRMCS-based services, and guard band use. 

The proposed condition will help preserve the integrity of the rail communications environment while providing 

certainty regarding the ongoing use of these frequency ranges for railway operational and safety purposes. 
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Question 8: Are there any comments on the proposed amendments to RALI MS34? 

Rail industry comments on the proposed amendments to RALI MS34 are as follows: 

• In Section 1.2: 

o Are the changes to issuing of apparatus licences outside embargoed frequency ranges related to the 

changes for rail? 

• In Section 1.5: 

o Reconsider. The exemption for rail need only be an exemption for the GSM-R raster (as per response 

to Question 6). 

o If 5 MHz raster for rail LTE/5G is used, Figure 1 may need to be updated. 

o Can the ACMA confirm that ‘no interference, no protection’ is identical to current spectrum licence 

conditions and protections?  

• In Section 3.1: The ARA notes that the ACMA’s statement that 1800 apparatus licences support a single 

licensee in the geographic area defined in Attachment 6. 

• In Section 3.3.4.1: 

o Reconsider ‘5km’ rule in consideration of different radio technologies and requirements for control 

systems (such as ETCS//CBTC) over the radio (as per response to Question 4) 

o Table 1 and 2 have non-zero frequency offset – see Attachment 5 comments below. 

• In Section 4.14 

o Reconsider. The exemption for rail need only be an exemption for the GSM-R raster (as per response 

to Question 6). 

• In Section 5.3 

o Refer to our response to Question 3. 

• In Section 5.4 

The ARA raises concerns regarding this Advisory Note to be attached to rail PTS licences in the 1800 

MHz band: 
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“The frequency range authorised by this licence is under review to determine the best long-term 

use of this spectrum. Any potential changes would be subject to appropriate public consultation. 

This review may lead to a requirement to change frequency or to cease transmission.” 

Of particular concern is the potential for requirements to modify, relocate, or reconfigure operating 

frequencies within, presumably, short timeframes. Such changes would have significant operational, 

financial, and implementation impacts on rail services, and could undermine the certainty required to 

effectively manage safety-critical telecommunications systems. 

Rail communications infrastructure is planned, procured, funded, and deployed over asset lifecycles 

measured in decades rather than years. Accordingly, rail requires long-term certainty of spectrum 

access to support infrastructure investment decisions, technology refresh programs, maintenance 

planning, and future network expansion. 

• Attachment 1 

o The graphic assumes all rail spectrum licences will become apparatus licences, while in other areas of 

the consultation and the RALI it seems to keep the option open for a potential rail spectrum licence 

renewal. Refer to our previous comments on the licensing arrangements (incl response to Question 

2). 

• Attachment 5 

o The ARA requires more time to investigate and clarify compliance with GSM-R, LTE, and likely 5G 

suppliers concerning proposed unwanted emission limits (UEL). 

o Table 1 reflects a modified CB01 but should frequency offset be zero? 

o Table 2 repeats Table 1 with non-zero frequency offset. 

o Table 3 offset should be 0.2 not 0.215? 

o Table 4 does not appear to be related to proposal to implement CB02 on upper edge of rail frequency 

range. 

o The ARA would prefer UEL requirements that apply to GSM-R explicitly and suggest that these should 

be identical to current spectrum licence UEL. 

o The ARA would prefer to see LTE/5G UEL be based on 3GPP UEL without modification in first 200 

kHz. Note that this would need to be applied across current 1800 spectrum licences. 


