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ARA Submission - Infrastructure Investment Program Strategic Review 
 

I write on behalf of the Australasian Railway Association (ARA) to provide the following submission to the 
Independent Strategic Review of the Infrastructure Investment Program (Strategic Review). The ARA would like 
to thank the Department of Infrastructure, Transport, Regional Development, Communications and the Arts (the 
Department) for the opportunity to make a submission to this important strategic review. 
 

As you may be aware, the ARA is the peak body for rail in Australia, representing over 200 heavy and light rail 
operators in passenger and freight, infrastructure owners and managers, manufacturers and suppliers of rolling 
stock (trains), contractors who build the infrastructure and consultants. Our members include listed and private 
companies, government agencies and franchisees. 
 
The ARA acknowledges that the Strategic Review is excluding projects that are either already under construction 
or projects that formed part of the Australian Government’s 2022 election commitments, and therefore is 
limited to those projects that are still in planning and not yet substantially commenced. The ARA supports this 
approach, noting that disruptions to infrastructure projects that have already commenced would have 
significant economic, workforce, and supply chain implications and must be avoided. 
 
The ARA is aware that the Review team are undertaking detailed consultations with each of the jurisdictions 
regarding the specific projects that are being considered as part of the Strategic Review. Given the nature of 
these discussions, the ARA is not intending to comment on the merits of specific projects and instead will make 
general observations on the projects captured as part of the Strategic Review. The ARA’s submission focusses 
primarily on the importance of ensuring a smooth and manageable infrastructure pipeline, as well as the need 
for an increased focus on infrastructure resilience. 
 
The ARA submits the following comments for consideration in relation to the Terms of Reference for the 
Strategic Review. 
 
Terms of Reference 
 
a) assess projects funded under the IIP and make recommendations on the merits of projects continuing 
 
The ARA has reviewed the complete list of projects that fall under the IIP as of the May 2023-24 Federal Budget, 
which was tabled at the recent Senate Estimates. Noting that the Review team is in the process of confirming 
the status of some of the projects on the list, the ARA makes the following observations for consideration based 
on the information made available at the time.  
 

• Excluding projects that have either been cancelled or completed, there is a total of 807 projects that are 
either in planning, underway or under construction, totalling $112.98 billion in IIP funding commitments 
from the Australian Government. 
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• Over half of these projects, 462 have been identified as being in the planning stage, and therefore would 
be captured as part of the Strategic Review (unless identified as an election commitment), totalling  
$66.84 billion in funding from the Australian Government. 
 

• Of those 462 projects, there is a total of 40 projects that are directly identified as rail investments, with 
a further 12 projects identified as road investments that have a direct link to rail (e.g. grade separations, 
level crossings, and commuter carparks). 

 

• When accounting for the Australian Government’s two major rail related election commitments (High 
Speed Rail Authority and the Suburban Rail Loop), there are 38 rail projects subject to the Review 
totalling $13.58 billion, with a further 12 road projects related to rail totalling $1.16 billion.  

 

• Over 91 per cent of the projects captured by this review are related to road investment, with less than 
9 per cent of projects being direct rail investments. 

 
While the ARA recognises that each project subject to this review will be assessed on its merits, it is important 
to recognise the significant discrepancy between the level of funding for road infrastructure and rail 
infrastructure under the IIP. There is approximately $84 billion of planned investment in road projects, compared 
to $29 billion in rail projects over the next 10 years. It is also important to note that this investment does not 
account for the projects in the Roads to Recovery, Black Spot, Heavy Vehicles Safety and Productivity, and 
Bridges Renewal sub-programs under the IIP. While there is significantly more road infrastructure across the 
country, roads also have the benefit of being primarily funded by local governments through the council’s rate 
base, in addition to state and Commonwealth funding. Rail infrastructure is only funded by the Commonwealth 
and state and territory governments and is considerably more capital intensive than road infrastructure. 
 
The challenges associated with Australia’s ageing rail infrastructure are well understood. Most notably these 
challenges include legacy infrastructure decisions that have resulted in different track gauges and 
interoperability issues across the country, as well as a significant ageing asset base with much of the national 
rail network constructed over 100 years ago. While the ARA welcomes increased investment in rail from both 
the Australian Government and the jurisdictions in recent years, it is critical that this investment continues if rail 
is going to play a greater role in reducing road congestion and providing a safer and more sustainable mode of 
transport for both freight and passengers. 
 
The ARA is confident that the rail projects subject to the Strategic Review will be recognised as critical 
infrastructure investments and will remain an important platform of the Australian Government’s 10-year 
infrastructure investment pipeline. It is essential that the Review team recognises that any reduction in rail 
investment moving forward will be detrimental to Australia moving towards a more efficient, safer and 
sustainable transport network for both people and freight. 
 
b) make recommendations for transitioning the IIP to a sustainable 10-year rolling pipeline that targets 

appropriately costed, nationally significant infrastructure projects 
 
The ARA believes that there is an important role for Infrastructure Australia (IA) to play in ensuring the IPP 
delivers a smooth and sustainable 10-year rolling pipeline of nationally significant infrastructure projects. 
 
Late last year, the ARA welcomed the recommendations of the independent review of IA and the Australian 
Government’s response, which will strengthen governance arrangements and support improved visibility and 
prioritisation of the project pipeline.  
 
The ARA again tables its support for the implementation of these recommendations as they will help ensure that 
the Australian Government is provided with independent and well-informed advice on the priorities for national 
infrastructure investment. This will assist in guiding the Government on where infrastructure investment is 
needed most in order to deliver the greatest benefits, and the ARA believes that in many instances rail 
infrastructure will be identified as a national priority. 
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More broadly, strengthening the role of IA in its advice to government will also assist in better planning and 
coordinating the longer-term national infrastructure pipeline. The independent review identified the need for 
much closer collaboration and coordination between IA, states and territories, and the various I-bodies. This 
coordination across jurisdictions is essential to ensuring the infrastructure project pipeline is smooth and 
manageable. 
 
In addition, the ARA recommends that a nationally coordinated infrastructure investment pipeline is established 
to provide clarity and enable forward planning for both industry and governments. Having a frequently updated 
and transparent public pipeline of projects would also allow contractors to invest, plan and train to prevent 
capability and capacity challenges. Coordination of the project pipeline across jurisdictions would better support 
industry’s capacity to deliver, given current skills shortages, particularly in key specialised skill roles. 
 
It is widely recognised that the unpredictability of government infrastructure investment inhibits private sector 
investment in the long term. The ARA’s ‘Australian Rail Supply Chain’ report published in 2021 highlighted the 
importance of this issue, recommending that infrastructure pipelines be regularly reviewed and published well 
before procurement phases commence. This would ensure local firms have adequate time to prepare and invest 
to meet the forecast demand.  
 
This issue is broader than just having a visible long-term pipeline of work. The promise of work is not enough. 
The supply chain cannot make commercial decisions to invest in specific capacity and capability until they are 
contracted to a project. Therefore, delays in the procurement process and the execution of contracts can be an 
impediment to timely delivery of project milestones. In the absence of a national coordinating body, state and 
territory governments should regularly review and re-publish their rail investment pipelines, as well as 
committing to the priority project recommendations of IA.  
 
Existing investment and procurement processes are highly fragmented, with each state’s planning and policy 
developed in isolation from the other states. Most firms in the Australian rail industry operate across state 
borders and are therefore in direct competition with other local firms over human and capital resources, a 
situation which is exacerbated by uncoordinated local content policies, indigenous and workforce requirements, 
and social requirements.  This poses risks to both the number of tenderers, delivery timeframes and quality of 
supply to Australian rail projects, as well as the growth and sustainability of local firms and jobs.  
 
Ensuring that individual pipelines are developed in recognition of other investment plans would allow Australian 
rail firms to plan, prepare, and coordinate several projects in multiple jurisdictions. Coordination of the project 
pipeline would also better support industry’s capacity to efficiently deliver against government project 
milestones and improve productivity outcomes for Australia. 
 
Rail construction and maintenance activity in Australia rose to a record $12.9 billion in 2021-22, with activity 
forecast to average $14.4 billion over the next five years. Overall, $129 billion in rail civil construction and 
maintenance is forecast for the coming decade to 2031-32, compared to $96 billion over the last decade. Over 
the next 15 years, $154 billion in rail construction work is expected.1.  Given the current significant levels of 
investment, it is vital that the rail investment pipeline is transparent, has long lead times for major projects, and 
provides sustainability to encourage private investment in capacity and capability building. 
 
c) make recommendations on reforms to ongoing and terminating infrastructure investment sub-programs 
 
Under the IIP, the ARA is aware of the following investment sub-programs: 

• Roads of Strategic Importance 

• Road Safety Program 

• Remote Roads Upgrade Pilot 

• Local Roads and Community Infrastructure Program 

• Roads to Recovery Program 

• Black Spot Program 

 
1 ARA Australian Rail Market Outlook, Bis Oxford Economics, 2022 
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• Northern Australia Roads Program 

• Bridges Renewal Program 

• Heavy Vehicle Safety and Productivity Program 

• Road investment for nationally significant road projects 

• Major Projects Business Case Fund 

• Rail Investment for nationally significant rail projects 
 
While the ARA recognises the importance of ongoing investment in critical national road infrastructure, there 
appears to be a significant over representation of road sub programs with 10 of the 12 programs specifically for 
road related projects. By comparison, there is only one sub-program identified specifically for rail, in addition to 
the Major Project Business Case Fund which is applicable to both road and rail projects. Moving forward it may 
be appropriate to for the Australian Government to seek advice from Infrastructure Australia on the structure 
and applicability of IIP sub-programs. This would help ensure that infrastructure funding is directed to where it 
is needed most, and would likely avoid the creation of 10 different road sub-programs.  
 
The ARA recommends that several of the road related sub-programs under the IIP are consolidated to ensure 
Australian Government investment in transport infrastructure is directed to where it is needed most. Through a 
consolidation of the number of road related sub-programs, the ARA believes there is an opportunity for an 
increased focus on rail infrastructure resilience, which could be achieved through the creation of an additional 
sub-program dedicated to strengthening the resilience of the national rail infrastructure network. 
 
Over the last 18 months we have witnessed the devastating impacts that severe weather events and flooding 
have had on communities around the country. These events have also heavily impacted the rail freight 
network and resulted in significant disruptions to the national supply chain. This included a 300km section of 
track on the East-West rail freight corridor that was closed for 24 days while urgent repairs were carried out as 
a result of flood damage. This single event heavily disrupted supply chain connections between New South 
Wales, Western Australia, South Australia and the Northern Territory, with the economic cost to the nation 
evaluated to be at least $320 million. 
 
Rail freight plays a critical role in the national supply chain, and Australia’s rail freight infrastructure must be 
strengthened to ensure the safe, reliable, and efficient delivery of commercial goods to support Australian 
families and businesses. Rail currently contributes up to 56 per cent of the national freight task and is forecast 
to meet almost three quarters of the growth in demand over the next decade. To improve safety outcomes in  
communities and help achieve greater transfer of freight from road to rail, the next generation rail freight 
network in Australia must be both reliable and resilient. 
 
In the lead up to the Federal Budget 2023-24, the ARA submitted a proposal to the Australian Government that 
identified six key projects on the national rail freight network that would deliver the greatest value and impact 
for improving rain and flood resilience, as well as enhancing redundancy to maintain operations in the event of 
network outages. It was recommended that the Government provide funding for detailed business cases to be 
developed, while this was unsuccessful in the Budget process the ARA believes the $200 million of funding 
towards the Major Project Business Case Fund provides an excellent opportunity to submit the ARA proposal as 
the first tranche of initiatives for consideration. 
 
In the event those business cases are funded, and the projects confirmed as critical infrastructure investments, 
it would be prudent to ensure the IIP has a dedicated ongoing sub-program focussed on improving rail 
infrastructure resilience to target Australian Government investment into this critical infrastructure. The ARA 
believes the Government has an opportunity to take meaningful steps now to improve the resilience of our 
nationally critical rail freight infrastructure. Consolidating the over representation of roads sub-programs and 
creating a new sub-program under the IIP dedicated to rail infrastructure resilience will help strengthen our 
national supply chain and secure our future economic prosperity. 
 
For your consideration, I have also attached a summary of the input provided by the ARA to the recent industry 
roundtable for the Strategic Review of the IPP.  
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If you have any questions or wish to discuss this submission further, please contact me via Simon Bourke, 
General Manager, Policy and Government Relations at sbourke@ara.net.au or on 0437 176 308. 
 

Yours sincerely 
 
 
 
Caroline Wilkie 
Chief Executive Officer 
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