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Department of Transport and Regional Services

Melbourne – Mildura AusLink Corridor Strategy

Comment on Transport Issues from the Mildura Rural City Council, Wentworth
Shire Council, Sunraysia Mallee Economic Development Board, Sunraysia

Area Consultative Committee and Mildura Airport Advisory Committee

1.  Executive Summary

The Mildura region is pleased to provide this submission to the study team undertaking the
AusLink Melbourne-Mildura Corridor Strategy.  This is in response to the invitation in the
DOTARS letter dated 12 October 2006.

It is the view of the group that the future challenges faced by the corridor will centre around
the efficiency of rail along the corridor and at the Murray region nodes.  In our estimation this
will necessitate the following actions:

�  Incorporation of the standardisation of the rail gauge with the current upgrading work on
the Geelong to Mildura rail corridor.

�  Creation of a 24 hour freight gate/intermodal terminal and industrial park at Thurla and
removal of the rail line from central Mildura.

�  Rerouting the Sturt Highway around Mildura to provide improved access to the Thurla
terminal and the removal of heavy vehicle traffic from the centre of Mildura (including the
provision of a new Murray River crossing to link to the Sturt Highway in NSW).

�  Completion of the rail loop around Mildura from Thurla to Yelta with a rail spur to Mildura
Airport for a consolidated rail, road, and air facility.

�  Development of a standard gauge rail link between the Mildura/Wentworth region and
the Sydney-Adelaide (transcontinental) Corridor.

Potential economic, social and environment benefits are foregone in the absence of these
improvements.  These benefits accrue not only to the region, but to the States of Victoria and
NSW and Australia as a whole.   They include reduced unrecovered road maintenance
costs, reduced accident rates and greenhouse gas emissions and improvements in the
productivity and competitiveness of regional production.

Integrating rail freight transport in this manner would also reduce the costs of road
maintenance and capital replacement, both of which will increase significantly with a boost in
the mineral sands freight task in the region. Furthermore, completing the link would improve
interstate transport security by providing alterative train paths between Melbourne and most
other capital cities on the mainland.

Pre-feasibility studies have indicated that these projects have strong rates of return, high net-
present values and benefit-cost ratios.
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2.  Introduction

In the national context, the Sunraysia-Mallee and Riverland region is located at the junction
of three states – New South Wales; Victoria and South Australia.   The present population
growth of the Mildura Rural City is 2% making it one of the fastest growing areas in Australia.
The region is potentially within one day’s land transport from 80% of the Australian
population.  1999 figures indicated that the volume of interstate through movements in this
corridor was approximately 1.9 million tonnes with a current value of $2.7 billion.

The region’s location makes it a natural pathway for travel between New South Wales and
South Australia.   At present connectivity to the national transport network is constrained by
the relatively low quality of current road and rail infrastructure.

Even with this relatively low connectivity into the national network, the May 2002 North West
Freight Transport Strategy Report for Victoria indicated that rail/road freight movements
would increase in the order of 2 to 4% pa.   This was a ‘business as usual’ estimate and thus
is likely to have substantially underestimated the transport task of the growing mineral sands
sector in the region.

3.  Future challenges for the Corridor

The Sunraysia-Mallee region has a strong history of production and economic activity that
belies its relative isolation from centres of population and import export activities.   This tri-
state hub contributes significantly to the Australian economy in terms of production and
export earnings accrued through agriculture (grain, wine, table grapes, fruit and vegetables)
tourism and mineral sand mining.  It is estimated that at least 10 per cent of Australia’s
agricultural exports alone originate in this region.

Some individual figures for 2005 are:

�  23% of Australia’s national wine grape crush

�  95% of Australia’s dried vine fruit

�  69% of Australia’s table grapes

�  21% of Australia’s citrus

�  24% of Australia’s carrot and asparagus production

�  55% and 41% respectively of Australia’s almond and pistachio production

The Murray Basin is also the world’s largest source of mineral sands.   Major mining
companies  BeMax in NSW and Iluka in NSW and Victoria are beginning to develop deposits
in the region.  Efficient transfer of these deposits for export or further refinement will be a
significant challenge for the corridor.  For example, BeMax’s Gingko Mine to the west of
Pooncarie is now operating and transporting mineral concentrate by road to the Separation
Plant at Broken Hill.   As further mines develop  -  eg Snapper to the south of Gingko  -  a rail
connection to Broken Hill would provide a more sustainable transport option.  This rail
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connection would enable the processed product being delivered to a deep seaport at
Portland in lieu of the current delivery from Broken Hill to Adelaide, only suitable for shallow
draught vessels.

Additionally, the agriculture sector in the region is facing significant competition from
overseas suppliers in South America and South Africa.  Maintaining the competitiveness of
the region’s exports as well as maintaining our import competitiveness is highly dependant
on cost-effective transport options.  Relatively minor transport improvements in the region,
which would have the effect of reducing transit time, have been estimated as reducing major
costs by up to 50 percent.

Ensuring that the Melbourne-Mildura corridor’s infrastructure and connections can support
current and future demands for transport services is imperative to the economic activity of
the region and Australia.   The expanding mineral sands sector and competitive pressures
from many international suppliers for agricultural products raises significant challenges for
the corridor, particularly in relation to providing competitive freight transport on both road and
rail.

4.  Priority Needs for the Corridor

4.1 Standardisation of the rail line

This group applauds the recently announced upgrading of the rail route on the corridor.  It
will effectively reduce travel times between Mildura and Melbourne for both freight and
potential passenger travel.  We recognise that the upgrade will be gauge convertible and
compatible with future standardisation of the track.   We contend that this standardisation
should occur as a matter of priority and could be best completed while the planned
upgrading works are being undertaken.   It is critical however that the upgrade be for 20
tonne axel weight.  Rail gauge standardisation and longer passing loops would encourage
greater volumes of current rail freight and new freight onto rail by simplifying connectivity to
the Ports of Melbourne and Portland.  This would also improve the economic
competitiveness of the region’s bulk and non-bulk exports.  It would improve the
competitiveness of cities downstream from Mildura including Ballarat and Maryborough
which are also reliant on efficient freight and passenger transport along the corridor.

4.2 Refocussing industrial activity at Thurla

The efficiency of freight movements, and the safety needs of the population along the
corridor are currently constrained by the position of the intermodal terminal at Merbein, the
location of key freight destinations close to Mildura’s schools and residential population, as
well as the routing of heavy vehicles through Central Mildura and the subsequent
proliferation of many mini-freight terminals acting in isolation.

A potential intermodal site has been identified at Thurla which provides the ideal location for
a terminal and industrial park (with fuel depot facilities) for the region.   The Mildura Rural
City Council has enacted the necessary Planning Scheme Amendments to provide the
appropriate zoning and delineation of land.
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The facility at Thurla could attract produce from the entire region by creating a centralized
point with all necessary infrastructure and access arrangements to permit efficient handling
and turnaround of freight.

4.3 Rerouting heavy vehicle traffic out of Mildura

The terminal’s success is directly related to upgrades of the road system (including a new
bridge over the Murray River at Monak, opposite Red Cliffs) to provide a rerouting of the
Sturt Highway so that passage of heavy vehicles between SA, NSW and Victoria would not
traverse the centre of Mildura.

A second priority is therefore the upgrading of the Sturt Highway and, in particular, the
creation of a deviation around Mildura to reroute the Sturt Highway via Meridian Rd and
Wilga Rd in order to provide easy access to the proposed Thurla Intermodal Terminal.  This
will remove heavy vehicle through traffic from the centre of Mildura.  A key component would
be the provision of a new Murray River crossing at Monak to rejoin the Sturt Highway in
NSW

The upgrade and standardisation of the rail line as well as the movement of industrial activity
to Thurla are key components of the The Mildura Transport Plan for Long Term Regional
Development as displayed in the staging diagrams at the end of this submission.   In the plan
the social and economic benefits of these projects are augmented with developments to
reroute heavy traffic out of Mildura to mitigate the negative impacts of heavy traffic on:

�  safety (both driver, passenger and the local community);

�  travel time and efficiency;

�  vehicle operating costs as a result of increased deceleration and acceleration through
intersections;

�  environmental and social externalities in Mildura as a result of heavy vehicle truck traffic.

The plan also includes completion of the rail loop around Mildura from Thurla to Yelta with a
rail spur to Mildura Airport for a consolidated rail, road, air facility as well as linking the rail
line to the Sydney-Adelaide Corridor

4.4 Sydney-Adelaide Rail Corridor Connection

It is the view of this group that an effective standard gauge link between the Riverland and
Mildura/Wentworth region and the Sydney - Adelaide rail corridor would also be a priority
project for the Melbourne-Mildura corridor.

Completing the rail link does not just reap benefits for the region.   It would effectively provide
new rail freight paths between Melbourne and Sydney, Melbourne and Perth and Melbourne
and Darwin as indicated in
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Figure 1.  As such, Freightlink, the Adelaide to Darwin rail operator, is an enthusiastic
proponent of the northern connection as it opens up new combinations of freight paths in all
directions, allowing Melbourne to Perth and Melbourne to Darwin runs without the need to
pass through the Adelaide Hills.

Significant productivity benefits could also accrue as a result of completing this link.   Until
now, east-west container trains have been constrained by height limitations from double
stacking to the east of Dry Creek in South Australia.   Trains must then be reconfigured prior
to heading to Melbourne.  It has been estimated that this process of reconfiguration adds
approximately 32 hours to transit times.   Similar productivity advantages for freight travelling
between Melbourne and Darwin could also be achieved.

Completing this link will also improve transport security and enhance defence arrangements.
It would provide emergency alternative transport routes between Melbourne and Adelaide,
Melbourne and Perth and Melbourne and Darwin.  It also provides an alternative to the main
Melbourne-Sydney-Brisbane rail freight line in the event of line breakdown, derailments or
other incidents.
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Figure 1  The proposed Northern Link in the context of the AusLink National Rail Network

At a regional level there are also significant economic benefits from completing the link.
These relate to the transportation of mineral sands and agricultural products as well as the
tourism potential of such a link.

The current expansion of mineral sand mine commissioning will be a significant driver of
road and rail haulage tasks and investment needs in the region and on the Sydney-Adelaide
corridor.    The BeMaX mines (Gingko and Snapper) alone have combined resources of 12
million tonnes of contained Heavy Minerals.   In the absence of a rail link, BeMaX mineral
sands are planning to haul between 500,000 and 1,000,000 tonnes of mineral sands by road
from their mines to Broken Hill.   With the development of the northern link on an alignment
such as that outlined in Figure 2 expected savings in transport costs and road infrastructure
maintenance savings would be significant.
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Much of the agricultural production of the region is destined for domestic consumption in the
north and west of the country.   Under current infrastructure limitations, this produce must
first be transported south to Melbourne or Adelaide before being reconfigured for further
travel north.   The Mildura transport Plan models the benefits from reducing travel times as
approximately 50% of major costs.

Broader social and tourism opportunities could also be achieved.  Completing the rail link
between Melbourne, the Sunraysia Mallee regions and areas such as Broken Hill has been
identified as an area of interest by tour wholesalers and industry specialists who market
outback holidays.
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Figure 2 Proposed Northern Link Alignment
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5.  Assessing the benefits

The Mildura Transport Plan incorporated a high-level pre-feasibility analysis of the projects
discussed in this submission .   The outcomes of which are replicated below.

Mildura     24 October 2006
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