
 

 

Australasian Railway Association 

Submission 
Streamlining rolling stock approval 
processes 

Consultation Paper 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

June 2025  

ABN: 64 217 302 489 



ARA Submission – Streamlining rolling stock approval processes  

2 // www.ara.net.au 

Overview of the ARA 
The 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 the:  

 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 ARA’s 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.  

 

Background 
The Australasian Railway Association (ARA) welcomes the opportunity to provide input to the National Transport 

Commission’s (NTC) Consultation Paper on Streamlining rolling stock approval processes. This submission has been 

developed in close consultation with our members and other relevant industry stakeholders, particularly in the rail 

freight sector, to ensure that it provides a holistic and representative view on this important policy reform.  

The ARA believes that creating a more harmonised and streamlined process across all jurisdictions for the approval of 

rolling stock to operate on the National Network for Interoperability (NMI) will be critical to improving the efficiency of 

the industry, particularly the rail freight sector. This initial consultation on the safety assurance guidance for rail 

operators and rail infrastructure managers (RIMs) is an important step towards achieving a better shared 

understanding across industry of role and responsibilities in relation to rolling stock approval.  

The ARA looks forward to continuing to work collaboratively with the NTC, our members, as well as each jurisdiction, 

to ensure this important initiative is implemented successfully as an important part of the broader national rail reform 

process. We trust that this submission provides useful industry input into the consultation process and should you wish 

to discuss any aspects of this submission further, please contact Georgia Nicholls (General Manager – Rail Freight 

and Heavy Haul) via gnicholls@ara.net.au.  
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General Comments 
Over the past 30 to 40 years, we have seen a significant shift in the quantity of freight previously moved by rail now 

being moved on our roads. By 2021-22, rail freight’s mode share had declined to the extent that trucks carry 65.5 per 

cent of non-bulk freight in Australia with only 23 per cent of non-bulk freight carried by rail. Between Melbourne and 

Sydney, the busiest freight route in Australia, the amount of non-bulk freight moved by rail is now at approximately 2 

percent, with 98 per cent moved by trucks. In the 1970s, the amount of freight on rail between Melbourne and Sydney 

was closer to 40 percent.  

The reasons behind the significant decline in the levels of intermodal freight being moved by rail are multifaceted, 

however a key contributor is the lack of consistent rail freight infrastructure investment, and the ongoing 

interoperability challenges leading to significant regulatory burdens imposed on industry. These major factors have 

resulted in rail not being able to remain competitive with the productivity and efficiency gains of road freight, which has 

seen significantly higher levels of government investment in road and highway infrastructure, as well as a regulatory 

environment that fosters much higher levels of productivity.  

While the challenge of investment in rail freight infrastructure must be dealt with separately, the proposal outlined in 

the consultation paper to streamline rolling stock approval processes presents a significant opportunity to reduce the 

regulatory burden imposed on the industry and increase productivity, efficiency and innovation, and help facilitate 

decarbonisation. 

The ARA’s consultation with its members has revealed that the need to urgently improve regulatory environment for 

rail freight and drive productivity is critically important. Intermodal rail freight operators are finding it increasingly 

difficult to compete, particularly along the east coast of Australia where we are witnessing a long-term decline in rail 

mode share. Without government intervention to facilitate more efficient and less burdensome regulatory 

arrangements, the long-term viability of the intermodal rail freight sector will be unsustainable. 

The work being progressed through the National Rail Action Plan since 2020 has been an essential intervention to 

ensure that jurisdictional regulatory and operational arrangements for rail are improved to facilitate a more efficient 

national system. However, after five years of work the ARA’s rail freight members are frustrated with the lack of any 

practical improvement to their operating environment that will help facilitate more productive and efficient operations. 

The opportunity to streamline rolling stock approval processes presents a real and practical opportunity to start 

improving the regulatory environment for rail freight operators. As stated in the scope of the consultation paper, this 

project is specifically targeted at the processes for certification and registration of freight locomotives and wagons, 

which is the most significantly impacted sector of the rail industry due to the current arrangements. Whilst this single 

area of reform cannot alone reverse the trend for intermodal freight on rail, it can contribute significantly to an 

operational landscape which assists rail freight to better compete with road for volume. 

Given the significant operational and commercial pressures facing the rail freight sector, the ARA’s submission is 

recommending an accelerated program of work. Current indications have suggested the practical implementation of a 

streamlined rolling stock approval process could take three to four years – this timeframe needs to be halved at a 

minimum.  It is essential that the that the decision by Infrastructure and Transport Ministers to streamline rolling stock 
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approval processes be implemented with practical effect as soon as possible. These reforms will be essential to 

ensuring we can start reversing the significant decline of freight on rail and ensure the sector is able to be a more 

productive, efficient, and innovative contributor to our transport system and the Australian economy more broadly. 

Response to Consultation Paper Issues 
1. Statement of the Problem 

The consultation paper provides an accurate overview of the problems that face freight Rolling Stock Operators 

(RSOs) in relation to rolling stock approvals, which include unique and duplicative Rail Infrastructure Manager (RIM) 

approval processes across Australia, which in turn create a cost burden, discouraging innovation and reduce 

competition and efficiency. 

That being said, the ARA believes that the overall project as it is currently proposed appears to be more focussed on 

addressing the symptoms rather than the causes of the problems with rolling stock approvals. While addressing the 

symptoms (e.g. duplicative administrative tasks, application processes, managing certification and testing 

requirements, clarifying roles and responsibilities) is important, it is even more important to focus on addressing the 

underling root-cause of the divergence of requirements across different networks and enable transparency of 

information. It is for this reason that the ARA’s submission proposes accelerating the proposed program of work to 

ensure a practical and effective streamlined rolling stock approval process can be achieved as soon as possible. 

To appreciate the need for accelerated reform on this issue, it is important to consider the problem in the context of the 

overall freight network in Australia, where the disparity between road and rail is vast. This disparity occurs both in 

terms of the levels of infrastructure investment and the focus on enabling productivity through better regulation.  

The investment by governments in major roads and highways utilised by heavy vehicles moving freight has far 

exceeded the investment in major and regional rail freight infrastructure for many years. While road infrastructure has 

continued to improve and enable more efficient movement of freight and vehicles, rail infrastructure along similar 

corridors has not received the necessary funding to enable greater efficiency, or even maintain normal operating 

conditions. Much of this rail infrastructure is significantly aged and has suffered in recent years from severe weather 

events that have further disrupted operations and resulted in major supply chain disruptions. 

In a similar manner, the focus on increasing productivity and minimising regulatory burden in the heavy vehicle sector 

has been a focus for governments for more than a decade. This began with the establishment of the National Heavy 

Vehicle Regulator (NHVR) in 2013, with a vision to “have a safe, efficient and productive heavy vehicle industry 

serving the needs of Australia”.  As part of the NHVR’s work, there has been a specific focus on minimising the 

regulatory compliance burden on the industry, as well as reducing duplication and inconsistencies in heavy vehicle 

regulation across jurisdictions. This has fostered an environment where heavy vehicles have been enabled to invest in 

more efficient, innovative and productive vehicles and offer a level of service for freight customers that rail has simply 

struggled to compete with. 
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Despite many of the inherit safety, environmental, and efficiency benefits that can be generated by moving more 

freight on rail, both the lack of infrastructure investment and the burdensome regulatory environment for rail have 

significantly impeded the ability to make rail freight a more viable option. 

While streamlining rolling stock approvals is only part of the regulatory challenge facing the rail freight sector, it is a 

critically important initiative that signals a genuine opportunity to start improving the regulatory operating environment 

for freight RSOs.  

2. Mandating a Rolling Stock Standard 

In June 2023, Infrastructure and Transport Ministers agreed to codify a small number of high-impact interoperability 

standards required to achieve nation-wide safety and productivity benefits. The standards will be performance-based 

with a priority focus on digital train technology, a single on-board interface for drivers and crew, and streamlining 

rolling stock approvals. 

To give meaningful effect to a streamlined rolling stock approval process, the ARA recommends that the proposed 

development of a mandated rolling stock standard be brought forward to commence immediately with a view 

to being in effect from 1 January 2027. This work would occur in parallel with the development of a mandatory 

standard for digital train control and signalling system and mandatory standard for a single on-board interface.  

The inconsistent application of the existing voluntary standard (AS7501: 2019 Rolling stock compliance certification) 

developed by RISSB across RIMs will remain a significant challenge in streamlining rolling stock approvals. A 

mandated standard would provide both RSOs and RIMs the certainty and national consistency required to enable a 

more efficient and arguably safer approach to rolling stock certification and registration on the National Network for 

Interoperability (NMI).  

The ARA recommends that the process employed to develop and mandate the standard (and ultimately certify and 

register the rolling stock) should be more closely aligned with the process employed for motor vehicles through the 

Australian Design Rules (ADRs). The ADRs are the national standards for road vehicle safety, anti-theft and 

emissions. All new road vehicles manufactured in Australia and imported new or second-hand vehicles, must comply 

with the relevant ADRs when they are first supplied to the Australian market.  

The ARA believes that like motor vehicles, an administrative portal similar to ROVER (established under the Road 

Vehicles Standards (RVS) legislation) be developed and mandated for rolling stock. Under the RVS, manufacturers 

apply for a vehicle (or component) type approval through the ROVER portal before being able to put vehicles on the 

national road network. The ROVER system acts as the national register, a solution which would readily map to the 

desire to establish the National Rolling Stock Register, which RISSB have been pursuing for several years. This 

proposal would be able to draw upon the significant amount of work that RISSB has already completed on this 

initiative, while also providing the regulatory mechanism to ensure compliance. 

The ARA recommends that the development of the mandated rolling stock standard be overseen by the National 

Transport Commission (NTC) in collaboration with both the Department of Infrastructure, Transport, Regional 

Development, Communications and the Arts (DITRDCA) and the Office of the National Rail Safety Regulator 

(ONRSR).  It is proposed that the development of the standard be conducted independently from both RISSB and the 
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RIMs, in acknowledgement of the challenges of creating standards by consensus in a member-based organisation, as 

well as the potential conflict of interests for the RIMs in driving the development of standard will impacts RSOs. 

The ARA recommends that AS7501:2019 be utilised as the foundation and starting point for the development of a 

mandatory rolling stock standard, noting the significant work that RISSB and other industry participants contributed to 

its development. 

Once developed, the draft standard (and schedules if required) would be released for industry and jurisdictional 

consultation. During this time the RIMs would be given the opportunity to justify why rolling stock certified under the 

mandatory standard would be unable to utilise some/all of their entire network. Where exemptions are permitted, there 

should be expectations for improvements placed upon RIMs through contractual or other arrangements.  

The ARA supports the proposal outlined in the paper for RSOs and RIMs to utilise Independent Competent Persons 

(ICPs) to assess compliance with the rolling stock standard before commencing operations on the network. This 

should be supported by an appropriate accreditation scheme that is endorsed and supported by both RIMs and RSOs, 

with appropriate oversight mechanisms.  

The ARA also acknowledges that to maximise productivity and safety of any rolling stock approval process, it is critical 

that harmonised standards are used on all rolling stock identifiers. These standards should be the GS1 Standards as 

agreed by the rail industry nearly a decade ago and are currently being implemented for parts, components and assets 

across the industry. 

3. Accelerated Reform Process 

The ARA is recommending the following key milestones be progressed to achieve an accelerated reform process for 

streamlining rolling stock approvals.  

i. NTC appoint a dedicated rolling stock expert, a ‘shadow operator’, to assist in the development and 

consultation for a mandated rolling stock standard. 

To assist with the progressing an accelerated reform process for streamlining rolling stock approvals, the ARA 

recommends that the NTC appoint a dedicated rolling stock expert or ‘shadow operator’. This new role would be 

responsible for engaging with RIMs and jurisdictional transport agencies in consultation on the draft mandatory 

standard for rolling stock. This role would be designed to scrutinise, challenge, manage and mediate any issues that 

may be raised by RIMs or agencies in development of a new mandated single national standard to ensure appropriate 

expertise is available to manage the development and delivery of the standard and that the views and impacts on 

RSOs are understood and appropriately addressed. The role would also be able to assist in efficiently rationalising 

testing regimes. 

An essential requirement for the role will be extensive expertise in the operation of freight or diesel-powered 

locomotives that navigate multiple networks, such that they are very familiar with the realities and challenges of the 

current operating environment for rail in Australia.  
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ii. NTC to develop the draft mandatory rolling stock standard utilising industry expertise, as well as engagement 

with ONRSR and DITRDCA. 

As previously mentioned, prioritising the immediate development and drafting of a mandated rolling stock standard will 

be essential to ensuring practical and effective improvements to the approval process for rolling stock. This should be 

overseen by the NTC, including engagement with DITRDCA and ONRSR.  

Appropriate industry expertise should be utilised for the development of the draft standard, including drawing on 

AS7501:2019 as the work of RISSB as the foundation for the standard. 

The manuals and standards produced under the authority of the Commissioners of the Australia and New Zealand 

Railways (ANZR) in the 1970s and 1980s and subsequently issued in 1992 under the authority of the Railways of 

Australia (ROA) Committee, and then the Commonwealth Department responsible for transport and infrastructure 

could also provide input to the mandatory standard. 

iii. NTC to progress the development of a single application form for rolling stock approval supported by a 

National Rolling Stock Register. 

Progressing this initiative as a priority would significantly reduce duplication across networks and allow RSOs to only 

provide rolling stock information once. It would facilitate much more transparency and the ability for testing 

performance information to be shared across RIMs and achievement of mutual recognition processes. 

iv. NTC to release draft mandated rolling stock standard for consultation 

Along the lines of a Regulatory Impact Statement process, this consultation period on the draft mandated standard will 

be utilised to ensure RIMs and other industry participants have an opportunity to identify potential derogations with the 

standard and justify any potential exemptions, noting that the fundamental principle will be that all RSOs and RIMs are 

compliant with the standards. The recommended rolling stock expert or ‘shadow operator’ to be appointed by the NTC 

will play a critical role in this consultation phase to assess feedback and consider the appropriateness of potential 

amendments to the standard and how they should be recognised, accommodated and managed. 

v. Mandated rolling stock standard amended (as required based on consultation) and published with effect from 

1 January 2027. 

The ARA acknowledges that it is ambitious to target the implementation of a new mandated rolling stock standard by 

January 2027, however we believe it is realistic and this timeframe is reflective of the urgency for practical and 

effective reform to ensure we are to maintain a viable rail freight sector in Australia.  

In parallel to the above, work can continue on development of the technology to support an application portal and 

digital register, changes which have the potential to further reduce regulatory imposts and deliver productivity gains for 

the industry.  With a mandated, national standard in place, development of a single application form should be a vastly 

simpler task which achieves much greater value for industry.  
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Summary of Recommendations 
The proposal to streamline rolling stock approval processes presents an opportunity to improve the productivity, 

efficiency, innovation and safety of the rail freight sector. Regulatory reforms of this nature will be essential to ensuring 

that the rail industry can provide a more competitive and efficient transport solution for intermodal freight. The ARA’s 

recommendations are reflective of the need to ensure that these reforms are given practical effect as soon as 

possible. The ARA and its members remain strong supporters and advocates for the objectives of the National Rail 

Action Plan and the range of related projects underway, and we look forward to continuing to work with the NTC and 

all stakeholders to deliver these essential reforms. 

 

Recommendations 
 

1. NTC commence the immediate development of the draft mandatory rolling stock standard 
utilising industry expertise, as well as engagement with ONRSR and DITRDCA. 
 

2. NTC to ensure that the development of the mandatory rolling stock standard is aligned to be 
similar with the process employed for motor vehicles through the Australian Design Rules 
(ADRs). 

 
3. NTC to progress the development of a single application form for rolling stock approval, 

supported by a National Rolling Stock Register using GS1 standards. 
 

4. NTC appoint a dedicated ‘shadow operator’, a rolling stock expert, to assist in the development 
and consultation for a single, national, mandatory rolling stock standard to apply across the NNI. 
 

5. Following detailed industry consultation, NTC finalised the mandated rolling stock standard 
published with effect from 1 January 2027. 

 
 


