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FOREWORD 

With growing calls for a truly integrated approach to land use and transport planning in regional as 

well as metropolitan areas, this discussion paper has been prepared as a collaboration between RFI 

and TCPA in order to: 

• Promote discussion on the need for long term visions for regional growth and the 

opportunities for the transport network to act as catalysts for regional growth; 

• Discuss the potential for rail services to support growth in key cities and towns in regional 

Victoria; 

• Invite ideas and proposals that may be refined and progressed into plans for railway 

development over the short to long term; and 

• Identify critical inter- relationships between regional city and rail decision making – 

particularly among national, state and local governments and transport operators. 

The objectives of this discussion paper are to provide Victoria’s urban and transport planners with a 

clearer understanding of:  

• the role of Victoria’s rail network and services in shaping Victoria’s regional economy and 

the development of Victoria’s key regional cities and other urban centres; and  

• the role of regional cities in shaping the use and development of railway services and 

infrastructure. 

This paper starts with a discussion of the disparities in growth between metropolitan Melbourne 

and regional Victoria, and the problems this has posed for both.  These issues have widened over 

the decades, to the point where rebalancing growth is now a major challenge.   

The paper considers three possible scenarios for future growth in regional Victoria and then the 

role of the transport networks in meeting those futures.  The process is likely to take many years 

and require the involvement of numerous sectors of business and industry, including the transport 

industry.  It will need the concerted efforts of all tiers of government and the sustained will of 

regional and local communities. 

This discussion paper outlines key issues for rail to enable and support regional growth and 

development, thereby creating the basis for a network of cities that rebalances a significant part of 

the State’s population growth from Melbourne to regional Victoria.  

The RFI and TCPA would welcome your suggestions and ideas regarding rail or other public 

transport improvements that would benefit people in the regions and help boost regional growth.  

Our contact details are on the back cover of this discussion paper. 

John Hearsch  

President 

Rail Futures Institute Inc. 

Marianne Richards 

President 

Town and Country Planning Association Inc. 
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

Why the Regions? 

In July 2016, the RFI published InterCity: How Regional Rail Can Re-Balance Population Growth and 

Create a “State of Cities” in Victoria (RFI, 2016).  This reflected one of the themes in the then 

Victorian Government’s vision for metropolitan Melbourne, Plan Melbourne: Metropolitan Planning 

Strategy (State of Victoria, 2014) to promote that growth through integrated transport planning.   

The 2016 InterCity Report proposed a regional population growth target of 1 million by 2051 (as 

against the 693,900 noted in earlier projections).  This was a somewhat ambitious target, but one 

that the report argued could be achievable with policy, political and institutional willingness. 

However, the metropolitan strategy did not cover how much of a population shift would be needed 

or what that might mean for the development of regional cities and towns.  It merely suggested 

that those cities and towns would need to do more of the heavy lifting!  The Regional Growth 

Plans, policy statements for Melbourne’s peri-urban areas and municipal strategies were supposed 

to fill out the detail.   

Even today, none of these plans, statements or strategies have addressed a statewide re-balancing 

of population growth – they simply based their future (often limited to 15 years outlook) on 

business-as-usual population projections.  They lack ultimate development visions.  Any physical 

infrastructure, including transport infrastructure, once in place needs to be future-proofed against 

long term demand.  A long term vision for regional cities and towns needs to be understood. 

However, if regional growth were left only to business-as-usual planning or to free market forces, a 

reversion to the trends of the recent past is likely, and the existing problems would persist and 

probably worsen.  

Regional Settlement 

Since Australia's first steam train made the short journey from Flinders Street to Port Melbourne in 

1854, railways have played a key role in Victorian transport, carrying city and inter-city commuters, 

farmers' produce, parcels and tourists.   

By the end of the 19th Century significant settlements and towns had been established at Geelong, 

Warrnambool, Ballarat, Horsham, Bendigo, Wangaratta, Wodonga, Shepparton, Traralgon, Morwell 

and Mildura.  Generally, within two decades of those towns being established they were linked to 

the railway network.  These towns have become the key regional cities of today.   

At the beginning of the 20th Century, Melbourne and regional Victoria had similar levels of 

population.  Melbourne continued to grow from overseas arrivals and people moving from former 

goldfields.  After World War II, Melbourne became a preferred destination for successive waves of 

migrants from every part Europe.  As Melbourne’s rail network expanded so did suburban 

development. 
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Regional growth was more modest, assisted by government investment in irrigation schemes and 

soldier settlement programs and from post-war immigration (e.g. car manufacturing in Geelong, 

and fruit-growing in northern Victoria).  However, agriculture was becoming more capital intensive, 

replacing many labouring jobs, and the combination of decreasing population and increasing car 

ownership led to changes in the viability of townships. 

These trends continued into the 1970s and 1980s and there were significant movements of young 

people to Melbourne or the large regional cities for work or educational opportunities, while 

smaller and more remote towns were in a cycle of decline.   

Australia went into recession in the early 1990s.  No industry, no region has been left untouched by 

the effects of globalisation and shifts to outsourcing, rationalisation and privatisation.  Across 

Victoria, local government areas were restructured and boundaries completely redrawn.  In rural 

towns and remote areas, many people witnessed the closure of a school, the last remaining bank 

and shrinking railway services – including interstate services that also served regional communities. 

In the early years of the 21st Century, regional development initiatives were high on the Victorian 

Government’s agenda, including restoration and improvement of rail services (e.g. Regional Fast 

Rail).   

Following the 2008 Global Financial Crisis (GFC), a period of abnormally high immigration followed, 

but workers and students on temporary visas favoured Melbourne and Sydney.  The agricultural 

sector grew (particularly to serve markets in Asia) and the renewable energy industry was 

developing and growing.  However, attracting people to work or study in regional areas was still 

problematic, resulting in skills shortages.   

By the end of the second decade, metropolitan Melbourne was accounting for 85% of Victoria’s 

annual population growth, and regional Victoria only 15%.  Yet the pressures of growth (such as 

congested roads and crowded public transport) were getting out of hand and soaring house prices 

were making Melbourne one of the least affordable cities in the world.  Regional residents were 

experiencing a different set of issues owing to low population and slow economic growth, despite 

an increased interest in living in regional areas – the sea/tree changers.  The regional rail service 

improvements of a decade earlier were also coming under stress. 

After 27 years without a recession, Victorians might have expected that their standard of living 

would only get better.  The prospects of seemingly certain lasting growth ended abruptly with the 

COVID-19 pandemic.   

Regional Growth 

This paper revisits the 2016 InterCity Report and considers an approach to re-balance growth 

towards the Victoria’s ten key regional cities, to help overcome the above issues.  It considers the 

Australian Government’s 2021 Intergenerational Report: Australia over the next 40 years (2021 IGR) 

(Commonwealth of Australia, 2021) which includes a 40-year outlook for Australia’s population 

growth.   
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The IGR projects that the national population will go through 4 – 5 years of instability as it readjusts 

to the COVID-19 pandemic and then increase, but at a slower rate, to reach 38.8 million in 2061.  

This is an increase of approximately 50% over 40 years, averaging just over 1% per annum (i.e. 

about half the rate of growth that Victoria was experiencing in the pre-pandemic years).  The IGR 

does not present any geographical breakdown of the population growth, such as the distribution 

among states and territories, or the division between metropolitan and regional areas.   

Victoria’s population is currently 6.7 million (5.1 million metropolitan and 1.6 million regional).  If 

Victoria were to follow the IGR’s population growth trajectory, then by 2061 the state’s population 

would grow by 3.4 million to reach 10.1 million.   

The long-term outlook for Victoria’s population growth is uncertain.  This paper considers some 

key issues such as: the importance of regional cities as focal locations for future growth; protection 

of agricultural land and the natural environment in rural and semi-rural areas, and the roles of 

urban centres in peri-urban areas or at intermediate locations between metropolitan Melbourne 

and the regional cities.  Three alternative scenarios arise.  

• Scenario A – No Intervention: After the 4 - 5 years of instability, Victoria might revert to the 

pre-pandemic conditions, with Melbourne capturing 85% of Victoria’s population growth and 

the regions 15%.  The gap between metropolitan and regional would continue to widen as in 

the past, and the problems identified earlier would worsen.  

• Scenario B – Significant Intervention: During the next few years of slow or unstable growth, 

Victoria could take a lead in developing and implementing a range of plans and strategies to 

sustain the impetus for regional living.  In this scenario, regional cities would have a more 

prominent role and growth in peri-urban and semi-rural areas would need to be tightly 

managed.  

• Scenario C – Strong Commitment to Regionalisation:  The approach is similar to Scenario B, 

but with a stronger commitment to boosting the regional share of the state’s growth.  For this 

scenario, the rate of growth needs to be much stronger in regional Victoria than in 

metropolitan Melbourne.  The roles of the regional cities would also be further strengthened 

and, as in Scenario B, limiting development in peri-urban and semi-rural areas would be 

essential. 

Scenarios B and C provide a basis for setting growth targets for Regional Victoria as a whole and 

potentially for individual regions and regional cities. 

Regional cities will be prime locations for economic and population growth.  They will provide a 

supportive environment for diversity and specialisation in industries, services and other activities.  

There will be supporting growth in many other urban centres throughout the regions. 

The role of railways to meet regional growth 

The potential impact of railways on regional development is explored, in particular the critical 

importance of “Shrinking the distance” between Victoria’s cities enabling stronger interaction, and 

the potential for the economies in Melbourne and geographically different parts of Victoria to be 

better integrated.   
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Following the COVID-19 pandemic, Victorians have a new found propensity to work and conduct 

business remotely, and is often opening up the possibility of living or working in a regional area.  

The potential for railways to play a positive role in this regionalisation will depend largely on 

reduced travel times between cities. 

Over the past two decades, Victoria has had first-hand experience of the benefits of restoring and 

improving rail services.  However, while rail services have generally improved in terms of frequency, 

travel times between many cities have not decreased significantly.   

Despite the recent investments in rail services, Victoria’s rail network is still slow by world standards 

and often not comparable with door-to door travel times by road transport.  Australia has been 

amongst the slowest of developed nations in adopting geniune high speed railways (HSR).  

Overseas experience confirms that HSR, when combined with implementation of other 

inducements, is an effective tool for regional integration and economic development and can help 

shape more sustainable land use patterns.  In particular, the introduction of high-speed rail services 

in Japan, France, Germany and China supports the correlation between improved rail services and 

population and employment growth rates. 

In the near future, significant rail improvements can be achieved in Victoria, principally through 

targeted investment in infrastructure – particularly track capacity and quality, (e.g. additional 

passing loops, track straightening, double track where needed) and associated signalling, within 

existing easements.  This will enable more frequent services, more express services, separation of 

regional from suburban services, and the critical reductions in travel times.   

In the longer term, the transformative effect that HSR can have on regional centres along routes 

must be recognised.  For example, a new HSR line between Melbourne, Canberra  and Sydney 

could transform settlement patterns on the East Coast of Australia including Victorian cities. 

Recent studies have focussed on intrastate proposals and the opportunities for a more pragmatic 

approach where the rail network can be upgraded in stages.  This “Faster Rail” approach envisages 

targeted rail network improvements to address current constraints where the rail network can be 

upgraded in stages and build the travel market for the more significant improvements to come. 

Integrating regional growth and rail transport outcomes 

Managing Victoria’s expected regional growth over this period will require improved decision-

making processes and fundamental changes in institutional arrangements to ensure that: 

• transport is integral to strategic policy on regional development and growth; and 

• regional city planning can accommodate a long term vision and proceed with an 

understanding of future transport connections and the role of a resilient rail network. 
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To achieve these outcomes, our analysis shows that all three tiers of government need to take 

leadership in addressing strategic policy gaps in relation to growth, urban planning, rail networks 

and services, governance and holistically adopting an integrated transport and land use planning 

framework.  There are several existing organisations and evolving arrangements for regional 

development and land use planning, but there is little evidence of co-ordination across the three 

levels of Australian governments, much less integration with transport planning frameworks that 

address both passenger and freight movement. 

Government intervention and leadership are needed, with bipartisan support.  Governments can 

develop programs to incentivise growth and provide investment (e.g. in services such as education 

and training, and in infrastructure such as transport and telecommunications).  

Boosting regional growth will be a major challenge requiring the commitment and involvement of 

businesses, local governments and communities, sustained over many years.  It cannot be 

piecemeal or haphazard.  It will require a whole-of-government approach.   
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1 REGIONS TODAY 

1.1 Introduction  

For the past one hundred years, the vast majority of Victoria’s population growth has occurred in 

the Melbourne area.  Early in the 20th century, Melbourne and regional Victoria had similar levels of 

population.  In 2020, however, 76% of Victoria’s population resided in metropolitan Melbourne, 

and 24% in regional Victoria.   

Moreover, the trend in recent years (prior to the COVID-19 pandemic) indicated that Melbourne’s 

dominance was set to increase even further.  Of the population added to the state in the three 

years 2016-2019, 85% was in metropolitan Melbourne, and 15% in regional Victoria.   

There have been adverse consequences in both cases.  For Melburnians, high population growth 

has contributed to urban sprawl, traffic congestion and unaffordable housing.  For regional 

Victorians, low population growth has meant limited access to specialised services, loss of skills as 

young people seek opportunities elsewhere, vulnerability whenever businesses rationalise services, 

and ongoing socio-economic disadvantage in numerous communities.  

The COVID-19 pandemic has brought unexpected changes.  Victoria’s population growth has 

effectively halted for the next few years.  The vulnerability of the big city has been exposed.  There 

is increased interest in regional living in view of the perceived health and lifestyle benefits.  

Importantly, working from home using digital technology has been widely adopted.  Many people 

would welcome this as a normal part of daily life: working remotely, commuting less often, and 

possibly living farther from their place of employment.  

During a 12-month period (from April 2020 to March 2021), almost 20,000 people migrated from 

the Greater Melbourne area to the rest of Victoria (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2021).  This 

prompts the question:  

• Can the upturn in population growth in regional Victoria be sustained and built upon?    

Later in Chapter 1, it is argued that there is an urgent need to boost regional growth - a key 

theme of this report.  

First, however, it is necessary to provide a brief overview of population growth in Victoria as 

background to the pattern of regional settlement that exists today, as well as an outline of current 

planning frameworks and organisational arrangements that are relevant to regional development.   

The ways in which population growth in Victoria has evolved since European settlement are 

discussed in Section 1.2.  The system of regions and the hierarchy of regional cities that have 

emerged are described in Section 1.3.  Particular attention is paid to the regional cities as these are 

expected to perform a pivotal role as hubs for future growth.  Two highly relevant government 

strategies, Victoria’s Regional Statement (State of Victoria, 2015) and Victoria’s Climate Change 

Strategy (State of Victoria, 2021), are also described in Section 1.3.  

https://www.theage.com.au/politics/federal/melburnians-flee-the-city-as-covid-hits-students-and-workers-20210202-p56yr6.html
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The interdependence between land use and transport planning, another key theme of this report, is 

raised in Section 1.4.  The need for a new Victorian transport plan, to provide a framework for the 

long-term delivery of transport infrastructure and services consistent with the Transport Integration 

Act 2010 (Vic), is highlighted.  There are also gaps at the national level, as there is no overall 

settlement strategy, nor any strategy that addresses personal travel, particularly inter-regional and 

inter-city passenger travel.  

The needs and opportunities for boosting regional growth are then explored in Section 1.5.   

The adverse effects, both metropolitan and regional, of the growing imbalance in population 

growth have already been mentioned above.  The discussion in Section 1.5 points to a range of 

factors that are critical to boosting regional growth: government leadership, community and 

business commitment, the development of human capital through education and training, 

investment in services and infrastructure, and connectivity to world markets and key centres (via 

transport networks for the movement of people and freight, and also ICT systems). 

The outlook for regional Victoria is positive.  While we face the enormous challenges of climate 

change and the urgent need to reduce greenhouse gas emissions, it is expected that industries in 

the regions (such as renewable energy, agriculture, water supply, disaster management, mining and 

transport) will be at the forefront of this transformation.   

The issues and challenges of managing substantial increases in regional growth, to ensure long-

term benefits are realised, will be taken up subsequently in Chapter 2. 

1.2 How our regions have evolved 

1.2.1 19th Century 

European settlements in the Port Phillip district of New South Wales (now Victoria) began in 1834 

when the Henty brothers arrived at Portland Bay.  In 1835, two separate parties, led by John 

Batman and John Pascoe Fawkner, settled alongside the Yarra River.  The Hentys started a small 

farm and, knowing their settlement was illegal, later moved inland.  More squatters crossed Bass 

Strait from Van Diemen’s Land to settle in the Port Phillip district, also illegally.  In 1844, the 

authorities in NSW introduced a licensing fee set up to allow squatters to become pastoralists and 

raise livestock where they chose on leases of Crown land.  Owing to a tacit agreement among the 

pastoralists to keep a distance of three miles between stations, the land holdings were huge – a key 

factor in the efficiency and competitiveness of Australian agriculture to this day.1  

 
1  For further information, see State Library of Victoria (SLV), Explore History series: “The Hentys at Portland”; 

“The pastoral system”; and “The squattocracy” 
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For Aboriginal peoples, the wholesale expropriation of lands by pastoralists meant that access to 

traditional hunting and gathering lands was curtailed, and their way of life was changed forever.  

The appointment of a group of Protectors in the 1840s, to act in the interests of Aboriginal people, 

failed because territorial dispossession was irresolvable.  This predicament was exacerbated by the 

influx of Europeans in subsequent decades.  From the 1860s, Aboriginal communities were 

managed largely through a system of reserves and missions (Boucher & Russell, 2015).   

The gold rushes, from 1851 onwards, brought hundreds of thousands of immigrants from all parts 

of the world, resulting in concentrations of population and wealth in “Ballaarat” (now Ballarat), 

Bendigo and Melbourne, and the emergence of many other towns such as Maryborough, 

Beechworth and Stawell.   

Victoria became a self-governing colony in 1852, and the Lieutenant-Governor, Charles La Trobe, 

had the power to reserve land for towns, parks and gardens, the preservation of water and other 

public purposes.  In the drive to populate the colony, a political battle ensued between the 

squatters with large land holdings and others advocating for smaller-scale agriculture and a more 

closely settled rural population.  The Land Act 1862 made 10 million acres (about 20% of Victoria) 

available to selectors as something of a compromise between these two competing standpoints.  

Much of country Victoria was being mapped at that time (into 37 counties and over 2900 parishes, 

subdivided into allotments), enabling the colonial government to record sales and transfers of land 

from the Crown to selectors (SLV Explore History series: “Land administration”). 

In the following decades, as settlements grew in size, numerous boroughs, shires, towns and cities 

were declared across Victoria.  Railways were constructed from Melbourne to Geelong in 1857, 

Ballarat and Bendigo in 1862 and Echuca in 1864 (Wikipedia “Rail Transport in Victoria).  Melbourne 

continued to grow and prosper as the capital city and gateway for the regions; its status was 

consolidated by the International Exhibition (1880-81), and a land boom was to follow in the 1880s.  

In 1884 the colonial parliament passed the Railway Construction Act authorising new lines to 

almost every corner of the colony: these have had a lasting influence on patterns of development, 

both metropolitan and regional.  Boom was followed by bust in the 1890s. 

1.2.2 20th Century 

An excellent account of population growth and change in regional Victoria is given by McKenzie 

and colleagues at the Department of Environment, Land, Water and Planning (DELWP) in 

Population and Housing in Regional Victoria (State of Victoria DELWP, 2020b).  Figure 1.1 shows 

the growth of Melbourne compared to that of the rest of Victoria.   
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Figure 1.1: Population of Melbourne and rest of Victoria 1901 to 2016 

Source: DELWP (2020b) Population and Housing in Regional Victoria 

Some significant points of this growth are highlighted.  

At the beginning of the 20th century, Melbourne and regional Victoria had similar levels of 

population, and in the early decades both were growing steadily.  Melbourne continued to grow 

from overseas arrivals and from people moving from former goldfields into the urban labour 

market; regional growth was assisted by government investment in irrigation schemes and soldier 

settlement programs. 

A strong divergence in population growth began after the Second World War.  For more than two 

decades, Melbourne was a preferred destination for successive waves of migrants from every part 

of Europe, who settled, formed new communities, worked in all kinds of industries, and developed 

Melbourne’s multi-cultural character.  

Regional Victoria also benefited from this period of immigration though the impacts were less 

concentrated.  The Snowy Mountains scheme, car manufacturing in Geelong, and fruit-growing in 

northern Victoria are examples of substantial regional contributions made by immigrant workers.  

In the post-war years, agriculture was becoming more capital intensive, replacing many labouring 

jobs and increasing productivity.  In rural areas, the combination of decreasing population and 

widespread increases in car ownership led to changes in the viability of townships.  Residents could 

travel more easily to a large centre that offered a wider range of goods and services, compared to 

what was available locally.  These trends continued into the 1970s and 1980s, and with the dawn of 

the information age, there were significant movements of young people to Melbourne or the large 

regional cities for work or educational opportunities.  In contrast, smaller and more remote towns 

were in a cycle of decline.   
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Australia went into recession in the early 1990s and restructured to meet the needs of a more 

global economy.  No industry, no region has been left untouched by the effects of globalisation 

and its companions: outsourcing, rationalisation and privatisation, and global supply chains.  Across 

Victoria, local government was completely redrawn.  In rural and remote areas, many people 

witnessed the closure of a school or the last remaining bank in their town and shrinking railway 

services.  In 1999, a change of government in Victoria attributed in no small part to feelings of 

abandonment in regional communities. 

1.2.3 21st Century   

In the early years of the new millennium, regional development initiatives (including restoration 

and improvement of rail services) were high on the Victorian Government’s agenda.   

Compared to other western nations, Australia survived the 2008 Global Financial Crisis (GFC) largely 

unscathed.  Melbourne featured as one of the world’s most liveable cities.  There followed a period 

of abnormally high immigration (particularly of workers and students on temporary visas) that 

accelerated in the second decade, with Melbourne and Sydney as the leading beneficiaries.   

Positive developments in regional Victoria included growth in the agricultural sector (particularly to 

serve markets in Asia) and a new, growing industry in renewable energy primarily serving local 

communities with a lighter footprint (e.g. wind and solar farms).  However, given the plentiful 

opportunities for work and education in Melbourne; attracting people to work or study in regional 

areas was problematic, resulting in skills shortages. 

In the later years of the decade, metropolitan Melbourne accounted for 85% of Victoria’s annual 

population growth, and regional Victoria only 15%.   

After 27 years without a recession, Melburnians might have expected that their standard of living 

would only get better.  Yet the pressures of growth (such as congested roads and crowded public 

transport) were getting out of hand, and soaring house prices were making Melbourne one of the 

least affordable cities in the world.  In terms of planning, some assessments of proposed 

infrastructure projects included assumptions about the potential agglomeration benefits that an 

even bigger city would deliver.  As we know, the prospects of lasting growth ended abruptly with 

the COVID-19 pandemic. 

1.2.4 The Pandemic and Beyond 

As mentioned in the introduction to this chapter, the accelerating population growth in Melbourne 

and the low growth in regional Victoria have had adverse consequences.   

Consequently, the pandemic has brought some unexpected changes.  Population growth has 

effectively halted for the next few years.  Having seen Melbourne suffer months of lockdowns, 

people are mindful of the risks of too many eggs in one basket.  There is increased interest in 

regional living, and in working from home.  
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To date, however, migration from metropolitan to regional areas appears scattered – the product 

of many individual decisions, without any framework to give direction or support to a surge in 

regional growth.  Unless this migration and new opportunities for hybrid work are recognised and 

properly planned for, the potential benefits for individuals, and for affected regional communities, 

will not be fully achieved. 

Population growth in the regions will require guidelines and controls to ensure positive, rather than 

haphazard outcomes.  Planned growth in and around regional cities would be a favourable 

outcome, as services and infrastructure can be delivered efficiently.  In contrast, dispersed 

settlement in peri-urban or semi-rural areas may pose a threat to agricultural land, native bushland, 

coastal and other sensitive areas, and create demands for services and infrastructure where 

provision is difficult or inefficient. 

In short, careful thought and planning need to be applied to the challenges of creating a new 

future for Victoria’s regions.  These matters are discussed in Chapter 2.   

Growth projections or scenarios are important when scoping the task and are considered in 

Chapter 3.  

1.3 Victoria’s network of cities and regions   

Melbourne is Victoria’s centre of Government, corporate and cultural activities and a key gateway 

for freight and logistics, trade and travel, both international and domestic. 

The Melbourne metropolitan area comprises 31 municipalities.  Regional Victoria (the rest of 

Victoria) comprises 48 municipalities which, for the purposes of relationships with various 

authorities and agencies, are grouped into nine regions: Barwon, Great South Coast, Central 

Highlands, Wimmera Southern Mallee, Loddon Campaspe, Mallee, Goulburn, Ovens Murray and 

Gippsland.  [Sometimes for certain purposes, these nine regions are further combined into five: 

Barwon South West, Grampians, Loddon Mallee, Hume and Gippsland].  

Regional growth plans (RGPs) have been developed for all regions, and Victoria’s Regional 

Statement was published in 2015. 

Within the past twenty years, there has also been a succession of government reports published, 

from both sides of politics, outlining plans to manage the future growth of Melbourne.   

• In 2002, Melbourne 2030 - Planning for sustainable growth (Melbourne 2030) (State of 

Victoria, 2002) 

• In 2008, Melbourne 2030: a planning update – Melbourne @ 5 million (Melbourne @ 5 

million) (State of Victoria, 2008b) 

• In 2014, Plan Melbourne: Metropolitan Planning Strategy (Plan Melbourne 2014) (State of 

Victoria, 2014).   

These reports also suggested new directions relating to regional development such as: growth 

along transport corridors; and a “state of cities” based on the hierarchy of regional cities.  These 

concepts are relevant to the current project.   
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In 2017, the most recent report, Plan Melbourne 2017-2050 (Plan Melbourne 2017) (State of 

Victoria, 2017) introduced a specific definition of the “peri-urban area” requiring sensitive land use 

management, bounded by a radius of 100 km from central Melbourne.  The peri-urban area around 

Melbourne extends from the eastern outskirts of Ballarat in the west to Warragul/Drouin in the 

east, and includes the non-urban parts of Greater Geelong. 

The hierarchy of urban settlements and the level of growth that other significant regional centres 

and towns may be expected to support are described in Plan Melbourne 2017, the Regional 

Growth Plans (RGPs) and, at a local level, in their respective municipal planning schemes. 

1.3.1 Regional Cities  

Victoria’s key regional hubs are the Regional Cities of Geelong, Warrnambool, Ballarat, Horsham, 

Mildura, Bendigo, Shepparton, Wangaratta, Wodonga and Latrobe City (Traralgon/Morwell).  Table 

1.1 shows the population in each regional city’s local government area (LGA). 

Table 1.1: Population of LGAs with Regional Cities 2020 

City of Greater Geelong 264,866   City of Warrnambool 35,533 

City of Ballarat 111,361   Rural City of Horsham 20,018 

City of Greater Bendigo 119,980   Rural City of Mildura 55,937 

City of Greater Shepparton  67,070   Rural City of Wangaratta 29,197 

City of Wodonga 42,662   City of Latrobe 75,915 

Source: Australian Bureau of Statistics (2021): Regional population 2019-20, Population estimates by selected Non-ABS 

Structures, Significant urban areas. Table 32180DS0003_2010-20.xls (released 30 March 2021) 

Bendigo, Ballarat, Geelong and Latrobe City have the closest transport links to metropolitan 

Melbourne. 

Regional Cities are the prime foci for residential, commercial and industrial development within 

their respective regions.  They act as hubs for business, government, cultural and educational 

activities, and play a vital role in supply chains and personal connections, linking smaller towns and 

regional areas to and from large metropolitan, national or global economies and markets.   

While, the mix of industries and activities varies between regional cities, they are expected to 

include a wide range of businesses and activities such as: 

• Corporate headquarters and regional offices; 

• Professional and business services (e.g. financial, IT, legal); 

• Public administration, government offices; 

• Retail / personal services; 

• Universities, TAFE colleges and knowledge industries; 

• Arts, entertainment and hospitality; 

• Hospitals and specialist health services; 

• Regional tourism and visitor accommodation; 

• Manufacturing and utilities; and 
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• Transport and logistics hubs. 

Other regional centres can also be and area locations for the development of business and social 

activities and employment opportunities within the regions.   

1.3.2 Victoria’s regional strategic planning framework 

Victoria’s Regional Statement (State of Victoria, 2015) acknowledged both economic development 

and the changes impacting on regional communities, particularly the need to tackle pockets of 

entrenched disadvantage and disparity in some parts of Victoria.  The Statement sets out the steps, 

and flags future directions for regional development policy.  

The Statement establishes nine Regional Partnerships across regional Victoria to direct regional 

priorities into government decision-making.  The Partnerships consider the strategic priorities 

regional communities have identified themselves – across economic, social and environmental 

issues – and oversee implementation of the top priorities on a year-by-year basis. 

Figure 1.2 shows the nine regions covering regional Victoria are Barwon, Central Highlands, 

Gippsland, Goulburn, Great South Coast, Loddon Campaspe, Mallee, Ovens Murray and Wimmera 

Southern Mallee.   

 

Figure 1.2: Victoria’s regions 

RGPs have been prepared for all regions of Victoria, to provide frameworks and broad directions 

for land use and development.  They also provide planning frameworks for key regional centres.  

RGPs were intended to be reviewed every four to six years.  The existing RGPs were approved in 

2013 and 2014, but there is no indication from the Victorian Government as to when they will be 

reviewed.   



 9  

1.3.3 Victoria’s Climate Change Strategy 

Victoria’s Climate Change Strategy (State of Victoria DELWP, 2021)2 sets out the Victorian 

Government’s current action on climate change and its next steps.   Reducing our emissions will 

help lessen the impact of climate change, but it will not prevent it – some degree of climate change 

is already locked in.  Adapting to the impacts of climate change will reduce current and future risks, 

build social and economic resilience, and ensure Victoria is best placed to take advantage of 

opportunities.  

The Climate Change Strategy sets adaptation objectives for the next decade and priorities for the 

next 5 years consisting of priority focus areas:  

• to address the current impacts of climate change on Victoria;  

• to reduce barriers to adaptation; and  

• to lay the foundations for transformational adaptation.  

Guided by the Climate Change Strategy, the Victorian Government is planning for climate impacts 

and delivering adaptation action at both sectoral and geographic scales.  It is a systems-based 

approach to climate change adaptation, enabling a targeted response to climate change and 

focusing on the unique characteristics and needs of each system.  During 2021, the Victorian 

Government is: 

• Preparing the first set of 5-year Adaptation Action Plans for 7 systems that are either 

vulnerable to climate change impacts or are essential to ensure Victoria is prepared.  These 

systems are Primary Production, Built Environment, Education and Training, Health and 

Human Services, Transport, Natural Environment and the Water Cycle. 

• Developing Regional Adaptation Strategies in partnership with regional communities to 

identify, prioritise and deliver place-based action informed by local knowledge and needs.  

These strategies are being developed for Greater Melbourne, Gippsland, Hume, Loddon 

Mallee, Grampians and Barwon South West.  

1.4 Integration of land use and transport planning 

Changes in transport infrastructure alter the demand for different types of land use.  The reverse is 

also true as land use decisions can change transport patterns; for example, planning scheme 

amendments can change the demand for different types of transport services and infrastructure. 

1.4.1 Victoria 

The Victorian Transport Integration Act 2010 (Vic) (TIA) came into effect on 1 July 2010 “to create a 

new framework for the provision of an integrated and sustainable transport system in Victoria” that 

recognises the inter-dependency of transport and land use.  Section 63 of the TIA requires that a 

transport plan for Victoria must be prepared and periodically revised.  

 
2  To read more about the Victorian Government’s Climate Change Strategy and actions on climate change 

and Adaptation Action Plans visit  

https://www.climatechange.vic.gov.au/victorias-climate-change-strategy  

https://www.climatechange.vic.gov.au/victorias-climate-change-strategy
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The last effective overall Victorian transport plan was produced in 2008.  The Victorian Transport 

Plan (The VTP) (State of Victoria, 2008a) was released in conjunction with an update to Melbourne 

2030, Melbourne 2030: a planning update - Melbourne @ 5 million (State of Victoria, 2008b).  The 

VTP was initially specifically referenced in the TIA, but the reference was later removed.  It is a moot 

point as to whether it remains a transport plan under the Act, but it is over 10 years old and 

reflected a 2030 timeframe only. 

A new Victorian transport plan is urgently required to give structure and context to the delivery of 

transport infrastructure and services between today and 2050 (and beyond). 

Plan Melbourne 2017-2050 and the RGPs are a good start, but do not reflect state-wide strategy.  

Thirteen years between integrated transport plans is too long! 

1.4.2 National 

Australia’s cities are some of the most liveable in the world.  Around three quarters of our 

population live in Australia’s 21 largest cities and these generate around 80 % of Gross Domestic 

Product (GDP).  Continued globalisation and technological change mean that Australia’s economy 

will increasingly rely on knowledge-based and other services for its prosperity.  Australia’s cities are 

gateways to the global economy and the engine rooms for these industries.   

It is surprising, therefore, that there is no overall national settlement strategy being led by the 

Australian Government.  Instead, the national Cities Agenda3 policy settings focus on individual 

cities and regions without demonstrating an understanding of how cities interact with each other 

and how the regions connect nationally.   

• The 2016 Smart Cities Plan is the Australian Government’s vision for productive and liveable 

cities that encourage innovation, support growth and create jobs, and represents a 

framework for cities policy at the federal level.  However, it does not address the synergies 

between cities. 

• The City Deals, while important for individual cities, are not being progressed with any 

sense of a considered national network of cities. 

• Similarly, the pilot Regional Deals are being driven by plans for individual regions being 

prepared by individual Regional Development Australia groups, but without any 

understanding of how the regions interact nationally. 

The Australian Government appears to be relying on individual cities or regions to “put up their 

hands” and hoping that, somehow, they can stitch together a patchworked national plan. 

For travel between cities and between regions nationally, the picture is also incomplete.   

 
3 To learn more about the Australian Government’s Cities Agenda, and the Smart Cities Plan, the City Deals 

and the Regional Deals, visit https://www.infrastructure.gov.au/territories-regions-cities/cities  

https://www.infrastructure.gov.au/territories-regions-cities/cities


 11  

The National Freight and Supply Chain Strategy (Commonwealth of Australia Transport 

Infrastructure Council, 2019) sets an agenda for coordinated and well-planned government and 

industry strategic priorities for freight policy over the next 20 years and beyond.  Its programs and 

investment carry across all freight modes and within and between regions and cities.   

There is no such strategy addressing personal travel around the nation.  At best, national policy and 

strategy only consider urban passenger travel, with scant attention being paid to inter-capital 

travel.  The following strategic goals in the freight strategy should equally be relevant for people 

movement.   

• Improved efficiency and international competitiveness;  

• Safe, secure and sustainable operations; 

• A fit-for-purpose regulatory environment;  

• Innovative solutions to meet freight (personal travel) demand; 

• A skilled and adaptable workforce; and 

• An informed understanding and acceptance of freight (passenger) operations.  

Passenger transport between cities and between regions nationally, seems to be left to vagaries of 

different markets and devoid of any framework. 

1.5 Urgent Need to Boost Regional Growth 

Global research demonstrates how systems of secondary cities, surrounding and linked into a 

metropolitan city and with one another, either in a cluster or linear corridor, can provide useful 

models for decentralised growth, creating a network of more liveable, human-scaled, polycentric 

regional and metropolitan settlement (Cities Alliance, 2019).   

In 2018, former Premier, Steve Bracks, and former Leader of the National Party in Victoria, Pat 

McNamara, argued strongly for a long-term commitment to decentralisation in Victoria (Bracks & 

McNamara, 2018).  They listed four key pillars that must form part of a meaningful decentralisation 

program: 

1. A decentralisation program must set clear targets; 

2. Areas across the entire state, not just the large regional centres must be included; 

3. Transport and land use planning must be better integrated across the state; and 

4. The private sector must be more involved in the financing and delivery of infrastructure 

needed to support a structured decentralisation program.    

The consequences of not rebalancing population growth towards Victoria’s regions are potentially 

serious for all Victorians. 

For Melbourne, the consequences of a disproportionately high rate of population growth have 

been apparent for some time and would be heightened if growth were to continue as in the recent 

past.  The visible effects include: 

• continued urban sprawl with outer suburban residents having difficulties accessing 

employment and educational opportunities;  
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• unaffordable housing in established areas that puts home ownership beyond the reach of 

many younger people; 

• worsening traffic congestion and crowded public transport; and  

• air and noise pollution.   

For regional Victorians, the consequences of a low rate of growth are equally serious (State of 

Victoria: Department of Planning and Community Development, 2011).  These include: 

• limited access locally to health and specialised services;  

• loss of local skills, particularly as young people seek employment or educational 

opportunities in the larger cities;  

• vulnerability to decisions by businesses to rationalise their services, often made remotely 

without community consultation4; and  

• continuation of the existing socio-economic disadvantage experienced in numerous 

regional communities.  

Boosting regional growth would have more beneficial and durable impacts than continuing 

Melbourne’s growth and sprawl.  Focusing population growth in regional areas would build 

stronger, more dynamic communities, each with its own characteristics and relative advantages.  It 

would form an important direction towards a more productive, inter-connected economy, with 

higher standards of liveability across all Victoria ensuring a stronger, more equitable and cohesive 

society. 

The opportune time for change is now.  The task requires action on many fronts.  High quality 

transport connections, particularly rail, together with high quality broadband communications will 

be essential. 

1.5.1 What Makes Regions Grow? 

Victoria’s regional growth has been a story of enterprise, adaptation and diversification.  

Historically, Victoria’s regions grew around primary industries.  Employees in these industries and 

their families required goods and services such as schools, shops, tradesmen, doctors and banks – 

resulting in a sprinkling of townships and small cities.   

Over time, these industries became more mechanised (and later automated), increased their 

productivity and operated on a larger scale (meaning more capital, less labour).  Car production in 

Geelong, and electricity generation in Latrobe Valley are classic mid-20th century examples of such 

developments.  While these changes gave rise to some new industries (such as a growing freight 

and logistics sector), often the new opportunities were elsewhere.   

Widespread increases in car ownership and extensive road construction across regional Victoria 

have led steadily to the consolidation of services into a smaller number of larger urban centres.   

 
4  Recent examples are the loss of regional newspapers and the closure of pathology testing laboratories in 

some towns (both announced in the last week of May 2020). 
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The regions were confronted with a problem: how might other, more contemporary industries be 

attracted, to provide employment for their workforce?  The service industries that follow 

population provide large numbers of jobs and make places liveable.  They too have had to adapt.   

Role of the mega-city as prime attractor and market gateway 

In highly urbanised countries like Australia, mega-cities such as Melbourne have seen a virtuous 

cycle of growth.  The availability of jobs attracts more people who create further opportunities for 

growth and investment that then create jobs attracting yet more people.   

Secondary cities have a high dependence on mega-cities for access to markets, goods, supply 

chains, transport, and advanced business and community services.  They can play a vital role for the 

first (or last) leg in national and global supply chains.  However, there are often low levels of 

connectivity between radial transport corridors, limiting trade between regions on different 

corridors.  This separation of markets can be an obstacle to economies of scale (higher transaction 

costs), making it more difficult to attract investment and job opportunities or to add value to 

exports.  

Implications for public policy 

A 2020 National Institute of Economic and Industry Research (NIEIR) report prepared for the 

Stronger, Together Regional Victorian Fast Commuter Rail Alliance draws a similar conclusion that 

“public policy has a key role in reducing inequality of economic performance between regions and by 

so doing maximising overall economic growth of the nation” (NIEIR, 2020, p12). 

An Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) policy brief, How Regions 

Grow (OECD, 2009), reached the conclusions that: 

• governments should promote the opportunities for growth in all regions; 

• it is critical to invest in human capital, education, innovation, and research and development; 

• infrastructure is necessary, but not sufficient – it must be part of an integrated plan; and 

• agglomeration economies can have a partial effect, but growth driven from within regions is 

more important. 

Since the 1970s, with authorities and organisations specifically focussed on regional development, 

Victorian regional communities have demonstrated the ability to shape their future, make the most 

of new opportunities and manage the planning challenges.  

Future Development Outlook – Jobs and Human Capital 

Each of our ten key Regional Cities (Geelong, Warrnambool, Ballarat, Horsham, Mildura, Bendigo, 

Shepparton, Wangaratta, Wodonga and Latrobe City) is a focal location well connected to the 

surrounding regional communities – the logical place for specialised services and businesses.  

• Is it possible to foresee what likely new industries and what adaptations will be needed in the 

regions in the future?   



 14  

There are some industries for which the near term outlook is bright, for example: 

• Renewable energy:  Wind and solar farms are being established across Victoria.  While the 

challenge will be to develop these to a sufficient scale and level of sophistication to operate as 

integrated, reliable systems, changes are happening.  Beyond household systems, solar systems 

are growing at shopping centres, hospitals, schools and commercial buildings and for electric 

vehicle charging. 

• Targeted manufacturing:  As in the past, manufacturing can add value to primary industries (e.g. 

hydrogen production using renewable energy; and battery development using mineral 

resources).  Manufacturing can also focus on import replacement (e.g. health supplies and 

equipment; and plastic recycling for rail and road construction).  

• Information and knowledge:  The explosion in access to information in recent years has affected 

all industries, and regional cities must continue to adapt to the knowledge economy.  There will 

be ongoing needs for skills and technologies to manage information for use by individuals, 

businesses, communities and governments.  Many high-income countries have sustained their 

growth by establishing successful knowledge-based regions. 

• Climate change and natural disaster management:  Droughts, floods and bushfires are part of 

regional life, requiring constant attention, research and management for local circumstances. 

• Regional tourism:  Australians are more likely to travel and holiday in the regions, rather than 

overseas.  The natural beauty of Victoria’s coasts, rivers, bushlands and pastures are there to be 

enjoyed and protected, together with the heritage, distinctive culture and friendly atmosphere 

presented in its various towns and communities.   

Of course, there will be other new industries that are currently beyond our vision or imagination.  

The best way to plan for these is through education and training, to ensure that regional 

communities and workers can build “human capital” by having access to the knowledge, skills, 

experience and disciplined approach to learning to be ready to for these opportunities.  The arts 

and humanities are also essential to enabling personal and community development, social 

interaction, cultural diversity, conversations and the exploration of new ideas, and of course 

entertainment. 

Regional development should aim to provide a breadth and depth of economic, social, educational 

and cultural activities and associated employment opportunities in each region.  This requires 

sustained enterprise and investment, public and private, together with the drive, commitment and 

ongoing support of regional communities.  

Connectivity and Infrastructure 

The long-term vision is that of a more cohesive Victoria, with interconnected cities and regions, 

where the benefits come not from business agglomeration in one mega-region, but from increased 

economic activity and social interaction across the state, as Victoria’s regions are brought within 

closer reach of Melbourne, and of one another.    

Infrastructure to enable connectivity (in both the physical and digital forms) will be an important 

factor in boosting and supporting regional growth, particularly in the regional cities.   
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In particular, the requirement for faster and more frequent intercity rail is examined later in 

Chapters 4 and 5.  Well planned intercity rail, together with improved broadband services, is 

integral to this vision for a more socially and economically integrated Victoria. 
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2 REGIONAL GROWTH – GETTING IT RIGHT 

2.1 Introduction  

The previous chapter was concerned with the need for increased regional growth, and how this 

could be sustained and built upon.  A further question arises:   

• Can increased population growth be managed so as to deliver long-term benefits to the 

regions, and good outcomes for the people and businesses who may choose to move there?   

Chapter 2 is concerned with the challenges of “getting it right” through forethought and planning 

(i.e.  careful consideration of the risks and opportunities) together with the leadership of state and 

local governments, and the involvement of businesses and communities.   

To date, the sudden increase in migration from metropolitan to regional areas appears scattered – 

the product of many individual decisions, without any framework to give direction or support to 

the surge in regional growth.  Unless this migration is recognised and properly planned for, the 

potential benefits for individuals, and for affected regional communities, will not be fully achieved.  

Population growth in the regions will require guidelines and controls to ensure positive, rather than 

haphazard outcomes.  Planned growth in and around regional cities would be a favourable 

outcome, as services and infrastructure can be delivered efficiently - provided that the growth and 

nature of demand does not overwhelm the capabilities of businesses and services.  In contrast, 

dispersed settlement in peri-urban or semi-rural areas may pose a threat to agricultural land, native 

flora and fauna, coastal and other sensitive areas, and create demands for services and 

infrastructure where provision is difficult or inefficient.   

In short, careful planning, consultation and co-ordination will be needed to ensure that new 

developments in Victoria’s regions result in thriving communities.  Rates of population growth will 

need to be kept at manageable levels, and support given to building capacity and expertise where 

needed within existing industries.  

2.2 Encouraging growth in Regional Cities 

Encouraging growth in a relatively small number of regional cities is strategically important for 

several reasons.  Businesses and services are likely to be more viable when concentrated in a 

central, accessible location than if they were scattered across numerous cities and towns. 

There is also greater scope for both diversification and specialisation.5  Whether in health, tertiary 

education, business services, retail fashion or entertainment, specialisations are important drivers of 

liveability and of future growth.  It would be difficult to generate and support the combination of 

diversity and specialisation for a region without a regional city – a beating heart and a visibly 

substantial, attractive, accessible city for surrounding communities and connected to the world 

beyond.   

 
5  For recent informative research into the importance of these two concepts to Australian regional cities, 

see Beer, A et al. (2020)  
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The opportunity to promote regional Victoria, and to attract people to the regional cities and 

centres where they can make a strong contribution to the development of Victoria’s regions, 

should not be lost. 

2.2.1 Ballarat, Bendigo, Geelong and Latrobe City  

Ballarat, Bendigo, Geelong and Latrobe City all have direct rail access to central Melbourne and 

some metropolitan National Employment Centres (NEICs) designated in Plan Melbourne 2017-2050 

(Dandenong, Monash, Sunshine and Werribee). 

Greater Geelong (with a population exceeding 250,000) displays these kinds of attributes as a key 

centre for businesses and services and has a population growth rate close to that of metropolitan 

Melbourne.   

Box 1:  Growth in Geelong 

Geelong’s trajectory is instructive.  For over 40 years, the need to attract new industries and keep 

modernising itself has been not only recognised, but also formalised as an ongoing task through 

organisational structures such as the Geelong Regional Commission and the G21 Alliance, and 

involving local governments, industry and community groups, and state government support.   

Car manufacturing has now disappeared, but the regional landscape includes: 

• Deakin University (main campus);  

• Cotton On (national headquarters);  

• National Disability Insurance Agency (NDIA) (Head Office for all Australia);  

• Headquarters for Victorian Workcare and Victorian Transport Accident Commission;  

• tourism and leisure businesses throughout the Bellarine Peninsula and the Surf Coast;  

• specialised carbon-fibre manufacturing;  

• specialised medical equipment manufacturing; 

• Avalon Airport; and  

• Bass Strait ferries, Spirit of Tasmania I & II, will be based at Corio Quay South from 2022.   

Some of these developments might not have occurred without Geelong’s proximity to 

metropolitan Melbourne’s growing population, which offers both a large market and a potential 

source of employees willing to move to the nearby Geelong region.  Geelong’s population growth 

in 2019-20 (in percentage terms) was second only to Melbourne’s, and the best regional growth 

rate in all Australia. 

 

Ballarat and Bendigo (each with over 100,000 persons) have also shown strong rates of population 

growth and, despite a significant loss of manufacturing, their industries have become more 

diversified.   

Although out-migration of young adults has historically been a demographic feature of regional 

Victoria, since 2001 these three cities have broken that long-standing pattern and become net 

recipients of young adult migration (State of Victoria DELWP, 2020). 
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By the decade 2006-16, only one of the significant urban areas in these regional cities (Moe-

Newborough) was still experiencing population loss.  However, some of this may have moved to 

nearby Traralgon which had an average annual growth rate of 1.6 percent during the period.  

Despite significant restructuring in the energy sector, the LGA of Latrobe, containing the urban 

areas of Moe-Newborough and Traralgon-Morwell, grew by nearly 4,000 persons over the 2006-16 

period.  The total population of Latrobe LGA reached 75,915 in 2020. 

The strategic importance of bolstering growth in Ballarat, Bendigo and Latrobe City towards that of 

Geelong appears to be recognised in the Victorian Government Hubs program (see Text Box 2) 

Text Box 2:  Victorian Government Hubs 

The Victorian Government is revitalising regional cities with the development of new “GovHubs” 

being established in Ballarat, Bendigo and the Latrobe Valley – investing in the future of regional 

Victoria. 

The key to success will be acting to diversify local economies, attract new industries, create new 

employment opportunities and improve regional liveability.  Regional employment hubs are one 

way to achieve this.  The Victorian Government announced plans for new regional GovHubs - in 

Ballarat, the Latrobe Valley and Bendigo - to grow local economies and revitalise towns. 

Each GovHub is unique to its area and has been developed in close consultation with local 

government and communities.  Each is bringing a mix of new public service roles to the regions 

and consolidating existing government staff. 

The GovHubs provide new economic and career opportunities for communities in Ballarat, Latrobe 

Valley and Bendigo, and a unique opportunity for some public-sector staff to be directly involved 

in the growth of regional Victoria.   

Further information, visit the GovHub website:  

https://www.rdv.vic.gov.au/grants-and-programs/victorian-govhubs 

2.2.2 Shepparton, Wangaratta and Wodonga 

Together, Shepparton, Wangaratta and Wodonga form a reasonably well-connected cluster and 

share a common rail corridor to access into metropolitan Melbourne.  However, they do not have 

direct access to any metropolitan NEICs and none is currently part of the GovHub program. 

2.2.3 Horsham, Mildura and Warrnambool 

Horsham, Mildura and Warrnambool are the outliers that connect to Melbourne via other regional 

cities of Ballarat, Bendigo and Geelong.  They are not currently part of the GovHub program.  

2.3 Planning issues for the regions and regional cities 

The COVID-19 pandemic arrived in Melbourne in early 2020, and, in the 12 months from April 2020 

to March 2021, around 20,000 people moved from greater Melbourne to regional Victoria.  While it 

is too early to tell whether this trend will endure, the experience has given residents and planners 

in regional areas a direct appreciation of practical issues and challenges that need to be faced with 

increased population growth.   

https://www.rdv.vic.gov.au/grants-and-programs/victorian-govhubs
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A panel of planning and local government experts discussed their observations in a recent Monash 

University Endangered Urbanism series webinar, “The Post-covid flight to the regions” (Monash 

University: Art Design and Architecture, 2021).  Some key points are presented in the following 

paragraphs.  

Firstly, the latent demand for people to live outside the capital cities has now become evident.  

Working from home, made possible by digital technology, has a future because “people love to be 

where they live”.  However, proximity to Melbourne will still matter.  

Secondly, at this early stage, the problems appear to be not with demand, but more with the 

inability of supply systems to respond adequately.  Property prices have risen suddenly towards 

unaffordable levels.  Questions arise as to whether existing residents welcome this unexpected 

surge in growth, and whether the regions are ready to accommodate it.  These are the risks to be 

faced. 

The capabilities of regional cities to accommodate substantial future growth must therefore be 

considered.  The larger regional cities (Geelong, Ballarat and Bendigo) have had sustained growth 

for a number of years and could deliver several hundred (maybe a thousand) dwellings per year.  

Other regional cities may not be as ready.  There are shortages of tradespeople, and supply 

pipelines will need to adapt and gear up.    

Moreover, the housing preferences of newcomers may be more diverse than what is currently 

delivered; for example, the industry has been slow to foster medium density housing of good 

quality in regional areas.  Local planners will also need to develop skills and experience in 

managing applications for new styles and increased volumes of development. 

Planners also recognise that there is an opportunity to focus on quality development or urban 

revival that will contribute to better community outcomes.  Regional cities could perform as a 

microcosm of what is available in Melbourne, with the added advantages of people living close to 

transport, and within reach of the facilities and services available in inner areas.  There could be a 

reset as people look back towards their city centres; for instance, the inner areas of Geelong were 

mentioned as potentially suitable for community regeneration.  Public transport networks, 

particularly within the large regional cities, need to be re-designed to get the best from rail, bus, 

walking and cycling.  

Planners must act to protect what is good about their city and be ready to reject bad development.  

On the one hand, there is demand for flexible, high amenity office development in regional cities.  

On the other hand, consolidated urban development, particularly near the city centre, could pose a 

threat to the heritage character of a suburb or precinct.  Maintaining connection to the natural 

environment is also important.   

Finally, potential impacts for Melbourne are also recognised.  For the time being, congestion in 

Melbourne has become more manageable and it too has a chance to reset.  With some migration 

to the regions, the need for (or timing of) major transport infrastructure projects could be 

reconsidered.  
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2.4 Regional Land Use Issues 

One would be mistaken to assume that any form of development, in any part of any region, is 

acceptable.  There is a need to be clear about which forms of future development are preferred, 

and which other forms are likely to have undesirable or unacceptable outcomes.  It is also 

important to consider the potential for transport to foster growth in line with preferred 

development and land use outcomes, or to inadvertently jeopardise such outcomes.  

The development pattern envisaged for regional Victoria comprises:  

• strong economic growth in every region, with employment, population, housing and services 

concentrated in the regional cities, and supporting growth in other designated urban centres - 

consistent with the RGPs; and 

• regional cities well connected to Melbourne, their regional centres, other regions and interstate, 

national and overseas networks. 

2.4.1 Urban planning and housing development  

Urban planning and housing development for the regional cities and regional centres should adopt 

the principles of Transit Oriented Development (see section 2.4.4) and promote medium-density 

housing close to transport routes and nodes, in preference to the sprawl of suburban-style, low-

density housing.  This will maximise the advantage of these highly connected, accessible locations 

and help to prevent or contain urban sprawl – a lesson from past mistakes!  

2.4.2 Rural, semi-rural and peri-urban land 

Rural, semi-rural and peri-urban land in regional Victoria will be purposed towards: 

• agriculture and associated forms of primary production; 

• protection of bushland, waterways, biodiversity, native flora and fauna ecosystems; 

• preservation of natural landscapes, countryside and open space; 

• rural industries such as solar and wind farms, mining / quarrying where permitted; and 

• management of bushfire risk. 

As explained by Buxton and Butt (2000), these kinds of rural land uses need to be protected 

because once urban development starts to occur, it quickly cancels out other land use possibilities.  

Current planning mechanisms for containing urban development typically include an urban growth 

boundary (UGB) and a wide surround of green corridors or wedges around metropolitan and 

regional centres. 

However, peri-urban land is continually under threat from proposed UGB extensions or from the 

inclusion of land use activities with potentially adverse effects on high quality agricultural land.  The 

development of uses such as tourist resorts, convention centres or restaurants can reduce the 

availability land of for intensive primary production (e.g. horticulture, viticulture, market gardens). 
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Similarly, the threat that rural-residential development (i.e. housing on small rural lots) can pose to 

the availability of land and the economic viability of agriculture needs to be recognised by regional 

communities and stakeholders.  To address these issues, it is essential that processes for 

subdivision of rural land are strictly controlled and scrutinised at multiple levels of government (e.g. 

local, regional, state). 

Unless these trends are carefully reviewed as part of RGP and planning scheme reviews, they may 

become the “thin end of the wedge”. 

2.4.3 Peri-urban centres / townships 

The growth of urban centres and townships in peri-urban or intermediate locations (i.e. along the 

corridors between Melbourne and regional cities) raises some further issues. 

• Much of the recent growth in these towns stems from Melbourne’s continuing outward growth 

– jumping beyond its UGB into regional Victoria.  Work travel patterns from these emerging 

“dormitory” towns are increasingly focussed on metropolitan Melbourne rather than on the 

region or its local communities.   

• Substantial growth in these intermediate towns may dilute the prospects for growth in the 

regional cities.  The RGPs appear to be more concerned with accommodating future growth in 

accordance with projected trends than with developing strong incentives to direct growth 

towards the regional cities. 

• For urban centres and townships that lie between Melbourne and the regional cities, there need 

to be effective controls on both the potential volume of growth and the form of development, 

particularly in municipalities on key rail corridors, such as in Moorabool, Macedon Ranges, 

Mitchell and Baw Baw. 

• The RGPs do not demonstrate a consistent approach to the control of development and land 

use in such centres.  For example, the Gippsland RGP shows growth boundaries tightly drawn 

around Warragul and Drouin, while the Central Highlands RGP outlines strategies for Bacchus 

Marsh that seem to emphasise expansion, rather than containment or re-direction of growth. 

Finally, it is important to recognise the immediacy of these issues.  Following the pandemic and the 

lockdowns, many people are considering the benefits of living in more open surroundings and may 

be drawn to the idea of living in a regional community or in ‘the bush’.  Dispersed housing 

development in peri-urban and semi-rural areas is clearly unacceptable for reasons already 

mentioned.   

2.4.4 Transit oriented design 

Development opportunities at regional stations 

The railway stations in Victoria’s regional cities are mostly located close to their city centres.   

International experience shows that well integrated, thoughtfully designed and strategically located 

stations can serve as a catalyst for urban renewal and mixed-use development in their surrounding 

precincts - including office and residential buildings, conference facilities, public services and open 

space.   
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A station can also be transformed into a major focus of activity, acting as an integrated transport 

hub and mixed use business, similar to an airport; or it could be a focus for medium to higher 

density residential precincts.  It would need to provide: 

• food and retail facilities for travellers, including commuters in and out of the city; 

• meeting facilities and work spaces for business travellers who may need them for short or 

extended periods; and 

• apartments available for long-term residents, or on short-term lease for people engaged in 

work or personal business in the region while away from home. 
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3 POPULATION GROWTH SCENARIOS 

3.1 Introduction 

Projections (or scenarios) of future population growth are important when scoping the tasks of 

growth and change and when developing and assessing alternative plans and strategies.    

Victoria’s established Victoria in Future series of demographic projections has been broken by the 

pandemic.  However, in June 2021 the Australian Government released the 2021 Intergenerational 

Report: Australia over the next 40 years (2021 IGR) (Commonwealth of Australia, 2021) in which the 

national population is projected to increase by about 50 %, to reach 38.8 million, by 2061.   

Victoria’s population is currently 6.7 million (5.1 million metropolitan, and 1.6 million regional).  If 

Victoria were to follow the national population growth trajectory as indicated in the 2021 IGR, then 

over the next 40 years the state’s population would grow by 3.4 million (i.e. roughly 50 %).   The 

growth rate (averaging just over 1% per year) is moderate, compared to the much higher rate (of 

over 2%) experienced in Victoria in the three years prior to the pandemic. 

Later in this chapter, some alternative scenarios are outlined as to how Victoria’s population growth 

might be distributed between metropolitan Melbourne and regional Victoria in the future, under 

differing levels of commitment to regional growth.  It will be seen that with strong commitment to 

regionalisation, the relative sizes of the regional and metropolitan populations (currently 24%: 76%) 

could become more like 29%: 71% by 2061.   

The rate of growth in regional Victoria required to achieve this appears to be neither modest nor 

excessive, averaging around 1.5% per annum.  It would mean roughly an extra 20,000 persons per 

year, compared to what was projected a few years ago.  However, as indicated in the previous 

chapter, sustaining and directing the growth, and ensuring the delivery of the supporting services 

and infrastructure, will require skilful management.  

The initiative in its totality, to accommodate about 800,000 people more than previously projected 

in regional Victoria over the next 40 years, has some similarities to the development of New Towns 

in Britain in the post-war era, and could draw from that experience (Hall, 1966). 

3.2 Previous population projections 

Following each census, ABS produces population projections for Australia as a whole, and for each 

of the states and territories.  The Victorian Government (DELWP, Planning Division) produces 

population projections for all regions and LGAs within Victoria, ensuring that the totals are 

consistent with the ABS projections.6   

 
6  The projections take into account birth and mortality rates, patterns of migration (international, interstate 

and intra-state), and expected releases of land for urban development. 
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The most recent set of such projections, Victoria in Future 2019 (VIF 2019) (State of Victoria DELWP, 

2019), was produced prior to the COVID-19 pandemic.  At that time, Victoria’s population was 

projected to reach 11.2 million people in 2056, with 9.0 million in Greater Melbourne and 2.2 

million in Regional Victoria, as shown in Figure 3.1. 

 

Figure 3.1: Population Growth in Victoria and Greater Melbourne 

Source:  Victoria in Future 2019 (VIF 2019) 

However, in view of the startlingly disruptive effects of the COVID-19 pandemic, it is necessary to 

examine recent changes and re-assess the outlook for population growth. 

3.3 Population growth in recent years 

In the three years prior to the pandemic (1 July 2016 - 30 June 2019), Victoria’s population grew by 

422,400 persons (metropolitan 357,000 and regional 65,400).  The population growth rate averaged 

2.2% per year for Victoria (2.5% in the metropolitan area, and 1.4% in the regions).  

The most recent ABS population estimates indicate that, in the year ended 30 June 2020 (which 

includes the first wave of the pandemic) Victoria’s population increased by around 100,000 

persons.  Table 3.1 provides a breakdown of where the growth occurred.7 

 
7  The ABS data are available at LGA level.  In these tables: “Metropolitan” comprises 31 LGAs; “All Regional” 

comprises 48 LGAs, of which 10 LGAs are classed as “Regional Cities”, 10 LGAs as “Peri-urban” (Bass Coast, 

Baw Baw, Golden Plains, Hepburn, Macedon Ranges, Mitchell, Moorabool, Murrindindi, Queenscliffe and 

Surf Coast), and the remaining 28 LGAs as “Other Regional/Rural”.  Unincorporated areas data are 

excluded. 
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Table 3.1: Regional Victoria’s population growth 2019-2020 

 
 

Growth Rate 
(average)  
2016-19 

Population   
30 June 2019 

Population  
30 June 2020 

Population 
Growth  
2019-20 

Growth Rate  
2019-20 

Share of 
State 

Growth 

METROPOLITAN 2.50% 5,000,107 5,077,545 77,438 1.55% 77.6% 

  Peri-urban  2.42% 311,736 319,806 8,070 2.59% 8.1% 

  Regional Cities 1.64% 810,734 822,539 11,805 1.46% 11.8% 

  Other Regional/Rural 0.36% 473,422 475,886 2,464 0.52% 2.5% 

ALL REGIONAL 1.40% 1,595,892 1,618,231 22,339 1.40% 22.4% 

VICTORIA 2.23% 6,595,999 6,695,776 99,777 1.51% 100.0% 

Source: ABS Regional population, 2019-20 (Table: ABS ERP LGAs Victoria 3218ODS0002_2019-20.xls) released 30 March 2021 
Note: Numbers subject to revision/update 

It is worth noting that in 2019-20: 

• the growth rate in regional Victoria stayed at 1.4%, while that of metropolitan Melbourne 

fell;  

• just over half of the regional population growth was in regional cities; and 

• by far the strongest growth rate was in peri-urban areas. 

Following the pandemic, population growth has been disrupted in various ways:  

• large numbers of foreign workers and students on short-term visas have gone;  

• international travel and immigration have been effectively suspended;  

• the need to work remotely has led to a new trend in favour of regional living; and 

• birth rates have fallen, partly owing to health uncertainties posed by the virus. 

Consequently, projections of population growth based on trends prior to the pandemic cannot be 

relied upon, and it will be some time before the underlying components of growth settle towards 

some level of normality.  Although Census 2021 was conducted in August 2021, the detailed results 

will not be available until well into 2022, offering a snapshot of an unstable period, when borders 

were closed.   

In the meantime, the Australian Government’s 2021 IGR includes a 40-year outlook for Australia’s 

population growth.   

3.4 The 2021 Intergenerational Report: an outlook of moderate growth 

According to the 2021 IGR, the national population will endure 4 – 5 years of instability.  It is then 

projected to increase but at a slowly declining rate, to reach 38.8 million in 2061 – an increase of 

approximately 50% over 40 years.  The outlook is one of moderate growth, averaging just over 1% 

per annum over 40 years (i.e. about half the rate of growth that Victoria was experiencing in the 

pre-pandemic years). 

The 2021 IGR does not present any geographical breakdown of the population growth, such as the 

distribution among states and territories, or between metropolitan and regional areas.   
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As stated earlier, Victoria’s population is currently 6.7 million (5.1 million metropolitan, 1.6 million 

regional).  If Victoria were to follow the national population growth trajectory in line with the 2021 

IGR, then over the next 40 years, the state’s population would grow by 3.4 million (i.e. roughly 50%) 

to reach 10.1 million.  As for the distribution of this growth between metropolitan and regional 

areas, three alternative scenarios are considered in the following paragraphs:  

• Scenario A - No Intervention: After the 4 – 5 years of instability, Victoria might revert to the 

pre-pandemic conditions, with Melbourne capturing 85% of Victoria’s population growth (2.9 

million people), and the regions 15% (0.5 million).  The gap between metropolitan and regional 

would continue to widen as in the past, and the problems identified earlier (in section 1.5) 

would worsen.  

• Scenario B - Significant Intervention: During the next few years of slow or unstable growth, 

the Victorian government, in consultation with regional councils, businesses and communities, 

could take a lead in developing and implementing a range of plans and strategies to sustain 

the impetus for regional living.  The aim would be to increase, year by year, the regional share 

of Victoria’s growth.   

By 2061, the regions would have grown by 1.0 million people (to reach 2.6 million) and 

metropolitan Melbourne by 2.4 million people (to reach 7.5 million).  The intervention would 

need to be “significant” in the sense that the rate of growth for regional Victoria must be 

greater than that for metropolitan Melbourne, to ensure that the disparities identified in earlier 

chapters do not worsen.   

Regional Cities would have a more prominent role in growth; for instance, by 2061 they might 

accommodate around 56% of the total regional population, compared with 51% currently. 

Controls over growth in peri-urban and semi-rural areas would be essential.  

• Scenario C - Strong Commitment to Regionalisation:  The approach here is similar to that of 

Scenario B, but with a deeper, more extensive commitment to boosting the regional share of 

the state’s growth, year by year.  The target would be higher: by 2061, the regions would be 

expected to grow by 1.3 million (to reach 2.9 million), while metropolitan Melbourne would 

grow by 2.1 million people (to reach 7.2 million).  For this scenario, the rate of growth needs to 

be much stronger in regional Victoria than in metropolitan Melbourne.  By 2061, the relative 

sizes of the regional and metropolitan populations would be around 29% : 71%.   

The role of the Regional Cities would also be further strengthened: by 2061 they might 

accommodate close to 60% of the total regional population.  As in Scenario B, limiting 

development in peri-urban and semi-rural areas would be essential in order to: (i) protect 

agricultural land, bushland, native wildlife habitats, and rural and coastal landscapes; and (ii) 

wherever possible, divert growth to regional heartlands and provide a further fillip for the 

regional cities. 

Table 3.2 summarises population growth outcomes over the next 40 years under these three 

scenarios.  
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Table 3.2: Scenarios for population growth in Victoria 

 Population  
2021 

Population  
2061 

Population 
Growth  

2021-2061 

Compound 
Growth Rate 

VICTORIA 6.7M 10.1M 3.4M 1.04% pa 

Scenario A: NO INTERVENTION 

Metropolitan 5.1M     (76%) 8.0M     (79%) 2.9M     (85%) 1.14% pa 

Regional 1.6M     (24%) 2.1M     (21%) 0.5M     (15%) 0.70% pa 

Scenario B: SIGNIFICANT INTERVENTION 

Metropolitan 5.1M     (76%) 7.5M     (74%) 2.4M     (71%) 0.99% pa 

Regional 1.6M     (24%) 2.6M     (26%) 1.0M     (29%) 1.18% pa 

Scenario C: STRONG COMMITMENT TO REGIONALISATION 

Metropolitan 5.1M     (76%) 7.2M     (71%) 2.1M     (62%) 0.88% pa 

Regional 1.6M     (24%) 2.9M     (29%) 1.3M     (38%) 1.48% pa 

Note: Numbers subject to revision/update 

 

3.5 Regional Cities 

Scenarios B and C provide a basis for setting growth targets for regional Victoria as a whole, and 

potentially for individual regions.   For example, the LGAs with Regional Cities might plausibly have 

future population targets as shown in Table 3.3. 

Table 3.3: Possible future population targets 

LGA Estimated Residential  

Population 2020 
Possible Population Scenario 2061 

Greater Geelong (C) 264,866 450,000 - 550,000 

Greater Bendigo (C) 119,980 200,000 - 250,000 

Ballarat (C) 111,361 190,000 - 240,000 

Latrobe (C) 75,915 130,000 - 160,000 

Greater Shepparton (C) 67,070 110,000 - 140,000 

Mildura (RC) 55,937 95,000 - 115,000 

Wodonga (C) 42,662   75,000  -  95,000 

Warrnambool (C) 35,533   60,000  -  80,000 

Wangaratta (RC) 29,197   50,000  -  60,000 

Horsham (RC)  20,018   30,000  -  40,000 

TOTAL 822,539 1.4 - 1.7 million 

Note: Numbers subject to revision/update 
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3.6 Concluding comments 

The long-term outlook for Victoria’s population growth is uncertain.  The future population 

numbers indicated in this chapter are simply scenarios, not forecasts or projections.   

After an interruption of a few years, there might be a return to reasonably strong growth, similar to 

the trajectory that was projected in VIF 2019 prior to the pandemic.  On the other hand, Australia’s 

economic recovery might be very slow, and even moderate growth might be difficult to achieve.  

Regardless of Victoria’s overall growth outlook, what needs to change most is that the part played 

by the regions must increase substantially.   

Scenario C illustrates the direction to be taken: the regions would be accommodating an increasing 

share of Victoria’s growth, rather than a shrinking share as in recent decades.  Under Scenario C, 

the rate of population growth in regional Victoria would be around 1.5% each year (see Table 3.2), 

which is similar to the growth rate that the regional cities have experienced collectively in recent 

times (see Table 3.1).   

Another way to view this is given in Table 3.2 and Figure 3.2: the regional growth in population 

over 40 years would be 0.8 million (i.e. 800,000 persons) more under Scenario C (“strong 

commitment to regionalisation”) than under Scenario A (the “no intervention” or “base case” 

scenario).  This means that, on average, an extra 20,000 persons would be added each year.  

Coincidentally, this is about the same as the number of persons who migrated from greater 

Melbourne to the rest of Victoria in the 12 months following the arrival of the pandemic, from April 

2020 to March 2021. 

 

Figure 3.2: Population Growth Scenarios 

As indicated in earlier chapters, the changes needed to boost regional growth are multi-faceted, 

requiring government leadership together with the concerted and sustained efforts of regional 

communities and businesses.  
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4 VICTORIA’S REGIONAL TRANSPORT SERVICES 

4.1 Introduction 

Public transport in regional Victoria is provided by a comprehensive network of trains, road 

coaches, local buses, air services and ferries.  Connections to other states are provided mainly by 

airlines with limited services by trains and road coaches. 

Passenger rail services have undergone a revitalisation in recent decades and further improvements 

are currently being undertaken under State and Federal Government investment programs.  

Despite the improvements in infrastructure and services, significant issues must be addressed if the 

railway network is to play a key role in the future development of Victoria and influence population 

distribution as proposed in earlier chapters.   

This chapter summarises the current situation with the transport services in Victoria and outlines 

the broad issues to be addressed in developing future services. 

Opportunities for railway development are outlined in the next chapter, while specific 

recommendations for addressing issues will be the subjects of a later paper.  

4.2 Overview of Regional Public Transport in Victoria 

Public transport in regional Victoria is provided by a comprehensive network of trains, road 

coaches, local buses, air services and ferries.  Connections to other states are provided mainly by 

airlines with limited services by trains and road coaches 

The major providers of services are: 

• V/Line-operating train and contracted road coach services; 

• Private Bus operators operating coach and bus services administered by Department of 

Transport – Transport Operations; 

• The Overland train between Melbourne and Adelaide operated by Journey Beyond Rail 

Expeditions; 

• Sydney-Melbourne XPT trains operated by NSW TrainLink; 

• Air services provided by Qantas, Jetstar and Virgin; and 

• Ferries operated by Port Phillip Ferries, Searoad Ferries and Western Port Ferries. 

The train and road coach services are the dominant modes for intrastate travel with routes covering 

all of Victoria.  (Figure 4.1). 
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Figure 4.1:  Regional Train and Coach Network in Victoria 

Source: Retrieved from https://www.ptv.vic.gov.au/assets/PTV-default-site/Maps-and-Timetables-

PDFs/Maps/Network-maps/Regional-train-and-coach-network-map.pdf  

4.2.1 V/Line Train and Coach Services 

Development of Services 

The rail network was largely established in the 19th Century and the railways played a pivotal role 

in Victoria’s early settlement and development.  Passenger trains served almost every town in 

Victoria until the latter part of the 20th century.  At that point, time, train service quality and 

reliability had declined, making rial rail uncompetitive with private motoring.  Patronage 

plummeted and services were progressively withdrawn and replaced by road coaches. 

Today, most public transport in regional Victoria is provided by V/Line, a Statutory Authority.  

V/Line provides a radial backbone of train services and contracted road coach services to large and 

small towns beyond the limits of rail services. (Figure 4.2)   

https://www.ptv.vic.gov.au/assets/PTV-default-site/Maps-and-Timetables-PDFs/Maps/Network-maps/Regional-train-and-coach-network-map.pdf
https://www.ptv.vic.gov.au/assets/PTV-default-site/Maps-and-Timetables-PDFs/Maps/Network-maps/Regional-train-and-coach-network-map.pdf
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Figure 4.2: V/Line’s Co-ordinated Train and Road Coach Service at Bairnsdale Station 

Photo: Courtesy of Geoff Mann 

 

V/Line also provides non-radial coach services between some regional centres.  Some large centres 

which previously enjoyed passenger trains including Mildura, Horsham, Hamilton and Portland now 

rely on road coach connections to trains. 

On most routes V/Line services operate at least daily, but usually and more frequently, to most 

major centres.  The train and road coach services are co-ordinated with integrated fares, ticketing 

and schedules. 

Figure 4.3 shows the V/Line network today, with its mix of standard and broad-gauge lines.  Five 

passenger routes currently radiate from Melbourne, around which freight lines hint at a much more 

extensive previous system. 
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Figure 4.3: Rail Network in Victoria 

 

Rail Revitalisation in Victoria 

Since the 1980s, Victoria has had direct experience of restoring and improving intercity rail and 

coach services to regional cities and towns through the following major upgrading programs. 

• The New Deal for Country Passengers, initiated by the Hamer Government in 1981 and 

significantly accelerated by the Cain Government, under which faster services with new 

engines and air-conditioned carriages were introduced combined with major operational 

and network reforms. 

• The 2002-2005 Regional Fast Rail Project (RFR Project) under the Bracks Government, 

introduced 160km/h operation, new VLocity trains, more frequent services and much rebuilt 

track and signalling, transforming the quality of services to regional centres (particularly 

those within two hours journey time of Melbourne) and resulting in major increases in 

patronage. 

• The Regional Rail Link (RRL) project, implemented during 2014-15, greatly increased 

network capacity by separating regional trains from suburban trains on the lines heading 

west from Melbourne through Sunshine. 
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• The Regional Network Development Plan (RDNP) was released in May 2016 (State of Victoria 

Department of Economic Development, Jobs, Transport and Resources, 2016).  It sets out a 

plan to deliver a modern commuter-style service for key centres and service improvements 

to outer regional areas.  The plan proposes 20-minute peak and 40 minute off-peak services 

to nearer regional centres, and five services per day to outer regional centres (and at least 

nine to Shepparton). 

Based on the RDNP, the 2017-18 State Budget announced the Regional Rail Revival Program, a 

joint Victorian and Australian government funding program to upgrade every regional line in the 

state and deliver modern regional trains to achieve more frequent and reliable services to regional 

centres.  To date, more than $4 billion has been invested. 

The upgrading measures differ according to each line but typically include: 

• duplication of selected single line sections; 

• track and signalling upgrades to permit operation of VLocity trains; 

• upgraded level crossing protection; and 

• additional stabling facilities. 

The Ballarat Line Upgrade was completed in early 2021 at an estimated cost of $635M.  Work on 

other lines is continuing under the banner of Victoria’s Big Build. 

The 2021-22 Victorian State Budget includes latest estimates of Victorian Government expenditure 

on the line upgrades (Table 4.1). 

Table 4.1:  Expenditure on Line Upgrades 

Line Upgrade 
Estimated Victorian Government Expenditure 

$M 

Bendigo - Echuca 175 

Gippsland (Stage 1) 531 

North East 62 

Shepparton (Stage 2) 314 

Shepparton (Stage 3) 400 

Warrnambool and Geelong (Stage 1) 250 

Warrnambool and Geelong (Stage 2) 260 

Source: Victoria State Budget, 2021/22, (May 2021).   

STATE CAPITAL PROGRAM – Budget paper No.4   pp197-198 
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On 16 October 2018, The Hon. Daniel Andrews, Premier of Victoria, announced the Western Rail 

Plan.  His media release stated, “planning for the full separation of regional and metro services on 

the Geelong and Ballarat lines – the first step in delivering fast rail to these cities – meaning fewer 

stops, faster trips and less crowded trains”.  The plan included: 

• Two new electrified metro lines to Melton and Wyndham Vale; 

• Additional tracks between Sunshine and the CBD to run extra services; and 

• A major overhaul to the express-Geelong and Ballarat lines to run fast trains, including the 

potential electrification of these lines with new electric regional rolling stock. 

The media release also noted “...The separation of regional and metro services has to occur before 

fast trains can be delivered, and the full plan is expected to take around a decade to complete”.   

However subsequent actions taken by the Government are not consistent with the original 

commitment for the Sunshine corridor.  

On 21 November 2020, The Hon. Scott Morrison, Prime Minister, and Premier Andrews announced 

“Australia’s first faster rail corridor between Melbourne and Geelong will strip 15 minutes off the 

travel time and mean a congestion free commute to and from Melbourne’s CBD”.  The Australian and 

Victorian Governments agreed to commit $2 billion each to the project which is expected to be 

underway from 2023. 

Rail Upgrades impact on Services and Patronage 

The large investment in regional rail services in recent decades has resulted in significant boost in 

V/Line’s services and patronage.  About 700 additional services per week have been added since 

2014 (Carroll, 2021).  There has been a 77% increase in annual patronage numbers from 13 million 

in 2014 to 23 million before the pandemic in 2019.   

Department of Transport Administered Bus Services 

Some bus services in Victoria operate under contracts directly administered by the Department of 

Transport.  These mainly provide local connections within the larger towns and between nearby 

towns. 

Some regional coach services are relatively infrequent and only meet the travel requirements of a 

few people.  Many areas in remote parts of Victoria are effectively isolated.  Town bus services do 

not always meet connecting trains and coaches. 
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Figure 4.4: Road coach terminal at Ballarat Station 

Photo: Courtesy of Peter Don 

 

4.2.2 Interstate Trains 

In addition to providing inter-capital services, The Overland train between Melbourne and Adelaide 

(operated by Journey Beyond Rail Expeditions) and the Sydney-Melbourne XPT trains (operated by 

NSW TrainLink), provide intrastate services to some major regional towns in Victoria and 

neighbouring states.  The Overland provides a twice weekly limited service to and from Melbourne, 

via Geelong and Ararat, to western Victorian and South Australian towns.  The daily daytime and 

night XPT trains serve Benalla, Wangaratta and Wodonga in Victoria and major towns in NSW. 
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Figure 4.5: The Overland and a V/Line Velocity train at Ararat Station 

Photo: Courtesy of Peter Don 

4.2.3 Air Services 

Air services within Victoria are limited due to the State’s relatively small area compared to other 

Australian mainland states.  Nevertheless, in the absence of suitable rail alternatives, they play an 

important role providing fast links from the more distant Victorian regional cities to Melbourne 

and/or interstate destinations.  

The regional airports within and immediately across the Victorian border that had air services (pre-

COVID-19) were Avalon (Geelong), Albury (NSW), Bendigo, Mildura, Wagga Wagga, Mount 

Gambier (SA) and Griffith (NSW). 

Other Victorian airports to have seen air services in the past are Warrnambool, Portland, Hamilton, 

Latrobe Valley, Shepparton and Mount Hotham. 
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4.2.4 Ferries 

The following passenger regional ferry services operate in Victoria. 

• Port Phillip Ferries operate between Melbourne and Geelong and Portarlington.  Prior to 

restrictions imposed by the COVID-19 pandemic the company offered two separate daily 

services between Docklands and both Portarlington and Geelong.  Services are operated 

with modern INCAT (Incat Tasmania Pty Ltd) vessels, each with a capacity for 400 

passengers.  https://www.portphillipferries.com.au/ 

• Searoad Ferries is a car and passenger ferry service sailing Melbourne’s Port Phillip Bay 

between Sorrento and Queenscliff.  Normally (outside COVID restrictions times) it operates 

7 days a week with hourly services during the day.  The transit time is 40 minutes. 

https://www.searoad.com.au/ 

• Western Port Ferries normally operates ferries between Stony Point and French Island 

(typically 7-8 per day) and Phillip Island (4-5 per day).  https://westernportferries.com.au/ 

4.2.5 Other Transport in Regional Victoria 

Taxis operate in the larger towns and have important roles within major centres and to local towns 

without regular public transport.  They are particularly important for less-able travellers. 

Some ride-share services, such as Uber, also operate in major regional centres, including Geelong, 

Ballarat, Bendigo, Warrnambool, Surf Coast, Ballarat, Horsham, Bendigo and Shepparton.  

School Buses and community buses have key roles for their specific market segments. 

4.3 Issues confronting Rail Services 

Key issues facing current Victorian regional rail services with the current rail services are 

summarised below. 

(This Discussion Paper does not attempt to provide specific recommendations for each rail route in 

Victoria.  Recommendations will be contained in an “Inter City Strategy” to be released early in 

2022.) 

4.3.1 Infrastructure Capacity  

1. Technical and engineering restrictions preventing train speed optimisation, e.g. 

Localised speed restrictions, out-dated signalling, limited crossing loops, level crossings, 

and single tracked sections 

Severe rationalisation of the regional rail network since the 1970s, with elimination of many 

crossing loops and some double tracked sections rationalised reduced to single lines, has resulted 

in reduced less track capacity and less limited flexibility in timetabling.  These are now becoming 

bottlenecks as service frequencies have increased and are now inhibiting future service 

improvements. 

https://www.portphillipferries.com.au/
https://www.searoad.com.au/
https://westernportferries.com.au/
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2. Impediments to fast running of intercity services in the Melbourne suburban area due to 

lack of separation between regional and suburban passenger and freight trains 

Expansion of regional services is severely hampered by a legacy of underinvestment in Melbourne’s 

metropolitan rail infrastructure.  Demand growth in Melbourne is necessitating far more intensive 

metropolitan operations.  Regional rail services still share metropolitan tracks on three 

(Dandenong, Sunshine and Craigieburn) of the five routes into Melbourne (Dandenong, Sunshine 

and Craigieburn), and ongoing increases in these Metro services are now slowing or crowding out 

regional services. 

Clearly, the success and growth of regional rail has and will continue to be highly dependent on 

major investment in new infrastructure to provide capacity within metropolitan Melbourne .  

Regional and express services need to be segregated from burgeoning metropolitan services to 

enable increase overall capacity for the rail system and to segregation of express trains express 

from slower stopping passenger services and freight trains. 

3. Meeting the Increasing patronage from outer suburban areas 

Over the last ten years, V/Line patronage measured by passenger journeys has more than doubled.  

Projections for the next ten years are for continued patronage growth. 

In particular, growing commuter demand has been driven by service improvements together with 

population growth, the rising cost and inconvenience of car travel, including fuel costs, and parking 

and traffic congestion.  Rising employment in central Melbourne has generated demand from a 

larger travel-to-work area. 

Substantial patronage growth has occurred since the introduction of full Regional Rail Link services 

in June 2015, particularly from dormitory areas in outer Melbourne suburbs with new rail access. 

An issue for railway planners is providing a suburban type service with non-electric trains that are 

designed for regional services.  

4.3.2 Shrinking Distance 

4. Journey times are still long 

The periods of rail investment described above have each resulted in significant changes to rail 

operating practices, improved commuting service frequency and some reduced journey times.  

However, many journey times have not significantly changed, and some journey times have 

increased.  Victoria’s trains are still slow by world standards and travel times are often not 

competitive with comparable with times by car. 

5. Service quality and reliability 

Perceptions of unsatisfactory service reliability are widespread amongst most V/Line users.  This 

manifests itself through late running services and train services being replaced by road coaches, 

mostly due to rolling stock, infrastructure defects or maintenance/upgrading works.  V/Line has not 

met its punctuality targets in the last five years. 



 39  

(V/Line has punctuality targets that 92% of Commuting Zone services will arrive at the destination 

within 6 minutes of schedule, and 92% of longer distance services will arrive within 11 minutes of 

schedule). 

6. Limited express services at peak times, and limited stop and “stopping all stations” 

services at off peak evening and weekend times 

The passenger rail network serves three general travel zones: 

• Commuting zone including Geelong, Ballarat, Castlemaine and Warragul.  This zone also 

includes peri-urban towns – Lara, Ballan, Gisborne, Woodend, Kyneton, Kilmore, Broadford, 

Seymour and Drouin; 

• Regional zone, the area potentially within two hours but currently beyond reasonable 

commuting distance of Melbourne, including Colac, Winchelsea, Bendigo, Nagambie, 

Shepparton, Moe, Morwell and Traralgon; and 

• Long-distance destinations including Warrnambool, Ararat, Swan Hill, Echuca, Shepparton, 

Albury/Wodonga, Sale and Bairnsdale. 

Each travel zone has specific markets and service needs which are often different in terms of travel 

times, frequencies, comfort and on-board services. 

An issue for railway planners is determining the appropriate schedules and timetables for the 

different market segments and allocating limited paths on tracks which are the majority of 

corridors shared between suburban, regional commuter and long-distance passenger trains and 

sometimes freight services as well  

4.3.3 Linking Victoria 

7. Some major Victorian centres not served by daily passenger trains, notably Mildura, 

Horsham and Hamilton 

These three major regional centres are not currently served by passenger trains but could be.  

Horsham offers the opportunity for early reintroduction of daily V/Line services, whereas Hamilton 

and Mildura would require capital investment in track infrastructure to enable rail services to 

operate in a manner that would be attractive and competitive with road travel times. 

Re-introduction of passenger services raises issues of track gauges (See 9 below) 

8. No direct inter-regional train services linking Geelong, Ballarat and Bendigo 

High quality rail passenger services between Victoria’s three major regional centres are deemed as 

critical.  Current connections are provided by slow and infrequent road coach services, despite 

those centres having been proposed as part of an arc of regional cities for over three decades 

(State of Victoria, 1995).  That arc also included Shepparton, Benalla, Wangaratta and Wodonga. 
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4.3.4 Long Term Planning 

9. The lack of a long-term plan for gauge rationalisation in Victoria 

Since 1962, several of Victoria’s rail lines, including the interstate routes have been converted to the 

national standard gauge (1435mm), but the State continues with a mixture of gauges with ongoing 

problems for the optimal operation of passenger and freight trains.  Further gauge standardisation 

will primarily be dictated by freight considerations but will have implications for some existing 

passenger routes (Swan Hill and Echuca) and potential restoration of services to Mildura and 

beyond Ararat to Horsham and Hamilton. 

If rail lines beyond Bendigo to Echuca and Swan Hill are standardised passengers to these 

destinations would have to change trains at Bendigo.  This inconvenience can be minimised by 

same platform interchange and compensating increased service frequency to both towns. 

10. Inadequate future proofing of rail projects or safeguarding of future transport corridors 

for higher speed trains 

Although the introduction of higher speed trains (HST, over 160km/h) or very fast trains (VFT, over 

250 km/h) in Australia is viewed in the longer-term category, at this time it is pertinent to consider 

the following issues: 

• Should an existing line, alignment and/ or reservation should be designated to be 

eventually capable of accommodating high speed trains.  Such accommodation may be part 

of a future VFT mainline of simply an extension of a VFT route but operating at 

conventional speeds? 

• Should the route, stations, and a city terminal for an eventual VFT be identified so that a 

preferred option is not “built out” in the meantime? 

11. Inconsistencies in national engineering standards, infrastructure standards, 

maintenance standards 

Within Victoria, there are multiple signalling and safe working systems (some dating as far back as 

the 1800s) to ensure safe separation and operation of both passenger and freight trains.  

Additionally, the interstate mainlines from Melbourne to both Adelaide and Sydney are leased to 

the Australian Rail Track Corporation (ARTC), a federal government body also involved in Victorian 

regional standard gauge lines.  Combined with a number of Government and private rail operators, 

the existing plethora of different signalling and safe working systems only adds further complexity 

to rail operations in Victoria. 

4.3.5 Rail Fleet 

12. Unclear future for inter-capital passenger trains 

Replacement trains for the Sydney – Melbourne XPT trains are currently being acquired as part of 

the NSW Regional Rail project.  The first new trains are expected to be running from 2023, with the 

full fleet coming into service progressively across NSW and to Melbourne and Brisbane.  The future 

service structure between Sydney and Melbourne has not yet been finalised by NSW. 
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The future for “The Overland” operating a very limited service between Melbourne and Adelaide is 

more uncertain as there are no long-term plans for its continuation as an inter- or intrastate service 

beyond 2023.  

In June 2020, the Victorian Government announced funding to continue the train service for 

another three years.  The Victorian Government is providing over $11million to the private operator 

to ensure continued operation of the train until 2023.   

The current South Australian Government has consistently said that the future of The Overland was 

up to Journey Beyond Rail Expeditions and it would not reconsider its decision to cut funding for 

the ongoing operation of the train. 

13. Replacement of ageing “classic” fleet of rolling stock with modern trains 

Ongoing rolling stock procurement is essential for providing increased train capacity, replacement 

of outdated rolling stock and increasing train speeds.  As the fleet of Diesel Multiple Unit (DMU) 

trains increases and outer metropolitan electrification is extended, slower, life-expired locomotive-

hauled train sets will need to be progressively phased out from all Victorian regional operations.  

DMUs have superior acceleration and braking characteristics, potentially offering considerable 

reductions in journey times. 

Currently, the majority of the oldest rolling stock operates on the longer distance Inter-City services 

with these carriages having been in operation between 32 and 60 years. 

14. Providing stabling and maintenance facilities for increases in fleet size 

Efficient rail operations suggest decentralised train stabling and maintenance facilities at three or 

four major regional locations, supported by the central Melbourne facilities.  These would enable 

more efficient rail operations and maintenance outcomes.  Future facilities will need to allow for 

both longer trains and new train types such as hydrogen powered trains. 

4.3.6 Stations and Interchanges 

15. Station Facilities and Interchanges 

The aim must be to enhance the travel experience with passenger friendly interchange between all 

modes, developing stations as integral community hubs.  Improved facilities, especially at major 

centres, offers significant opportunities for value capture.  Many older stations have heritage 

overlays presenting challenges, but there have already been successful redevelopments at Bendigo 

and currently in progress at Ballarat.  The Geelong precinct offers on exciting re-development 

opportunity with pending relocation of train stabling and maintenance activities away from central 

Geelong to Waurn Ponds. 
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4.3.7 Climate change – Transport sector 

Long-term observed records show Victoria’s climate is changing due to global warming.  Since 

official records began in 1910, research undertaken by DELWP and CSIRO as part of the Victorian 

Climate Projections 2019 project has shown that Victoria has warmed by 1.2 degrees Celsius (Clarke 

et al., 2019).  With this amount of warming, Victoria is already experiencing: 

• a decrease in average rainfall, especially in cooler months; 

• an increase in the frequency of extreme heat events; and 

• an increase in dangerous fire weather and the length of the bushfire season.  (State of 

Victoria DELWP, 2019b) 

As noted in the 2021 Consultation Draft of the Transport Climate Change Adaptation Action Plan 

2022–2026 (State of Victoria Department of Transport, 2021), climate change has the potential to 

impact all aspects of the Transport system’s operations, maintenance and construction, causing: 

• Harm to assets; 

• Disruption of transport services, operations, maintenance and construction; 

• Disrupted access; 

• Discomfort to transport staff and users; and 

• Increased public safety hazards. 

Victoria’s transport planning and operations have been factoring climate change into their road, 

rail, port and airport projects, construction, operations and maintenance activities, including: 

• Designing assets for the long term, ensuring they are fit-for-purpose and resilient to 

withstand degrading forces, including climate impacts; 

• Applying adaptation-based standards and policies to asset planning and design, operations, 

construction and maintenance; 

• Establishing emergency management plans to prepare for, respond to and recover from 

events and emergencies, including climate events; and 

• Assigning asset management priorities according to each asset’s level of service (that is, 

their importance, monetary value, community value and level of use). 

Transport assets have long lifecycles and infrastructure owners and operators have been 

considering climate change in project design, planning, construction and maintenance for many 

years. 

Climate change risks to the Transport system fall into three categories. 

1. Physical risks from climate change itself. 

2. Transitional risks that are a consequence of actions to mitigate or adapt to climate 

change. 

3. Cross-system risks, where climate risk affects more than one system, for example: 

• a climate risk effect on one system that has a consequent effect on another system 

• the response to a climate risk on one system that has a consequent effect on 

another system. 
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The Climate Change Act 2017 (Vic) establishes a long-term target of net zero greenhouse gas 

emissions by 2050.  Achieving this goal will require substantial societal changes in energy 

technologies and infrastructure including for railways.  These are discussed further in Section 5.5 

below, 
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5 OPPORTUNITIES FOR FUTURE RAIL SERVICES  

5.1 Introduction  
Victoria has a strong transport foundation on which to build an effective and efficient regional 

transport network.  The rail system provides an invaluable, under-utilised asset to support regional 

development.  There is considerable potential to use rail services to progress a sustainable, multi-

city model of networked urban settlement 

The impacts the recent rail upgrading programs have been positive and provide a level of 

confidence in the value of further investment in rail for regional development.  A further improved 

regional transport network can reduce pressure on Melbourne’s growth and help distribute 

economic and social benefits across the State.  The regions will benefit economically and socially 

from increased connectivity with one another and enhance productivity across the State.  Benefits 

of developments in one region will be accessible to other regions 

This chapter outlines the opportunities for future railway development of passenger rail services in 

Victoria through improvements along existing routes, expanding the network coverage and 

possibilities for the introduction of higher-speed trains.  Most of the key rail arteries and stations 

remain in place to provide the foundation for a 21st Century network.  Even abandoned rail routes 

around regional cities and elsewhere are generally still in public ownership and capable of 

regeneration as demand warrants. 

While focussing on the opportunities for rail services it is recognised that all transport modes need 

to play key roles in providing regional Victoria with a comprehensive and integrated transport 

network necessary for Victoria’s growth and development. 

5.2 “Shrinking the Distance” between Cities  

A critical requirement for successful railways is to “shrink the distance”, in particular to maximise 

the number of major Victorian centres that are within convenient travel time of Melbourne and 

each other.  For regular commuting this is considered one hour travel time.  For other trips the 

travel time maximum is often determined by the ability make a return trip comfortably within a day 

and faster than a car trip. 

Currently the maximum speed for trains in Victoria is 160km/h.  However, this maximum is only 

achieved along limited sections on some routes.  Average speeds are generally much lower, 

averaging less than 80km/h (Table 5.1) due mainly to: 

• frequent stops; 

• few express services; 

• single track line sections resulting in trains having to wait in crossing loops; and 

• the need to mix regional services with slower suburban services in the Melbourne 

Metropolitan area. 

Many journey times are longer than the equivalent time by car.  (Table 5.1 below).   
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Table 5.1: Travel Times by Car and Train/Coach 

City/Town 

 

Car Train/Coach  

Road 

Distance 

from 

Melbourne 

Travel Time 

by Car from 

Melbourne 

(Note 1) 

Rail/Coach 

Distance 

from 

Melbourne  

(Note 2) 

Mode Typical 

Travel Time 

by Train/ 

Coach from 

Melbourne 

Average 

speed 

km hr : min km Train/Coach hr : min Km/h 

Geelong 75 I:00 85 T 1:05 78 

Warrnambool 256 3:05 267 T 3:35 75 

Ballarat 116 1:30 114 T 1:25 71 

Hamilton 296 3:30  288 T/C 3:55 74 

Ararat 205 2:25 211 T 2:40 79 

Horsham 308 3:30 301 T/C 4:00 75 

Maryborough 173 2:10 224 T 3:30 64 

Bendigo 158 2:00 162 T 2:10 75 

Echuca 214 2:45 250 T 3:35 70 

Swan Hill 344 3:55  346 T 4:40 74 

Mildura 476 6:00 476 T/C 7:30 64 

Seymour 115 1:30 99 T 1:40 59 

Shepparton 190 2:10 191 T 2:45 69 

Wangaratta 250 2:45 234 T 2:45 85 

Wodonga 321 3:25 299 T 3:30 85 

Traralgon 164 2:05 158 T 2:45 57 

Bairnsdale 281 3:25 275 T 4:15 65 

Leongatha 134 1:45 127 C 2:50 45 

Wonthaggi 135 1:45 131 C 3:00 44 

Notes (1) Based on Google Maps 

 (2) Based on most commonly used route 

Overcoming these constraints would enable significant travel time savings without the need for 

expensive track upgrades to increase maximum line speeds. 

Realistic but significant travel time reductions can be achieved in Victoria through service changes 

and infrastructure upgrades within existing alignments. 

Potential service changes to reduce the overall (origin to destination) journey times include more 

frequent services to reduce waiting times, improved access and egress services, better connectivity 

at interchanges and more express services.  The combined effect of these measures will have an 

immediate impact in attracting car users while in the longer-term influence lifestyle choices and 

induce population redistribution. 
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Increasing the maximum speeds, up to 200km/h say, would have only limited impact on travel 

times because of the relatively short distances that trains could operate at the higher speed.  The 

principal value of rail improvements lies not in the design speed per se, but in the interconnection 

of cities such that the travel times are brought within acceptable bounds for frequent travel 

(around one hour for commuters and regular travellers).  Therefore, if significant sections of a line 

can be upgraded at modest cost without major land acquisition, lifting the maximum line speed to 

200km/h may be justified, particularly if it brings travel times to under the critical one-hour 

threshold. 

Few travel markets segments within Victoria necessitate speeds over 200km/h.  Internationally, the 

cities that are connected with High Speed Rail (HSR) have populations ranging from the hundreds 

of thousands to the millions, as it is the sizeable concentrations of population that underpin the 

economic viability of the rail investment. 

Of the ten regional cities in Victoria, only Geelong exceeds 250,000; Ballarat and Bendigo are a little 

over 100,000; Wodonga combined with Albury is a little under 100,000; and the other six range 

between 20,000 and 75,000. 

While the case for HSR for connecting Victorian regional cities is not strong, there are arguments 

for development of a national HSR which would have flow on benefits for intrastate travel for cities 

along the inter-capital routes.  This is discussed in Sections 5.6 and 5.7 below.  

The story for travel into regional centres is unsatisfactory.  Peak counter-flow journey times and 

service frequencies into many centres have also increased.  If rail is to be an enabler to support 

major regional centres as economic attractors, not just as dormitory suburbs, then rail services into 

these centres need to be markedly improved. 

Connectivity between regions and Melbourne must be more than just to the Melbourne Central 

Business District, but also include major Metropolitan Centres.  The Melbourne Metro Rail Project, 

scheduled to be completed in 2025, will provide regional commuters with access to a wider range 

of metropolitan work opportunities and vice versa.  The proposed Suburban Rail Loop would 

further extend the range, particularly with its linking of metropolitan NEICs, e.g. Sunshine with its 

rail links to Geelong, Ballarat and Bendigo. 

Reducing overall journey times with the existing rail network can be achieved through measures 

including: 

• Optimising train speeds.  Removal of localised speed restrictions, out-dated signalling, 

increasing crossing loops, improved level crossing protection and duplication of single 

tracked sections 

• Revise timetables to include more express services for Intercity services with limited express 

services at peak times, and limited stop and “stopping all stations” services at off peak 

evening and weekend times  

• Improve interchange facilities at major transfer stations 

• Co-ordinate schedules for connecting road coach services  
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• Remove impediments to fast running of intercity services in the Melbourne suburban area 

due to lack of separation between regional and suburban passenger and freight trains. 

• Progressively increase line speeds with infrastructure upgrades or develop a new high 

speed route  

Reduced train travel times will make services competitive with car travel, induce shifts in 

population, and help distribute economic and social benefits across the State.  Regional train 

services can transform the proposition of living in or working in the regions.  The key is to have 

trains with a clear regular service pattern that consistently achieves reduced overall travel times 

along each corridor.   

5.3 Restoring Passenger Rail Links 

Regular high quality passenger train services are deemed critical for the growth of a regional city 

and essential for a regional transport network.  This can be facilitated by restoration of some 

previously abandoned rail services, upgraded appropriately to modern expectations. 

5.3.1 Extensions beyond current termini 

Horsham, Hamilton and Mildura are three of largest towns in Victoria that no longer have regular 

(daily) train services.  Services to these towns could be achieved by the following extensions 

beyond current termini. 

• Ararat to Horsham and, potentially, Hamilton 

• Maryborough to Mildura 

As the rail lines beyond Ararat and Maryborough are standard gauge, restoration of passenger 

services raises issues of interchange locations.  For example, interchange could occur at Ararat or 

Ballarat if the Ballarat to Ararat and Ballarat to Maryborough sections were converted as part of 

standardising all lines in western Victoria. 

Extension of V/Line services beyond Albury into Wagga Wagga, NSW is feasible and would 

enhance the natural linkage between southern NSW, Victorian towns and Melbourne. 

In the long term (say 2050), consideration could also be given to establishing the following rail 

services. 

• Melbourne – Mildura (Direct through service) 

• Cranbourne – Nyora (part restoration of Wonthaggi/Yarram line) 

• South Geelong – Drysdale (part restoration of Geelong – Queenscliff line) 

• Marshall – Torquay North (New line) 

• Mount Gambier via standard gauge line  

Figures 5.1 and 5.2 show potential passenger services. Details of options for extending services 

will be included in a new intercity strategy to be released in 2022.  
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Figure 5.1: Potential V/Line Passenger Network (2030) 

 

Figure 5.2: Potential V/Line Rail network (beyond 2030) 
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5.3.2 Cross Country links 

Victoria’s road network provides a comprehensive coverage of the state, and the roads are 

generally of high standard.  The public transport network can also be developed to ensure that 

there is an alternative to car travel. 

Current cross regional bus services are very limited and intercity journey times compare very 

unfavourably with car travel.  In reality, the services cannot be deemed as genuine intercity services, 

but, rather, only local services. 

Some of Victoria’s existing cross-country freight rail lines could be upgraded to passenger train 

standards and services reinstated at modest cost for inter-regional rail passenger services.  

Reinstatement of services linking Geelong, Ballarat, and Bendigo would strengthen economic and 

social links between the three biggest regional cities and increase possibilities for employment, 

housing and innovation exchange. 

Restoring train services between Ballarat and Geelong should be of the highest priority. 

Inter-regional rail services could be complemented by a network of high quality road coach 

services based on the existing V/Line “Link” services.  Many towns would then be within 40 minutes 

of Geelong, Ballarat or Bendigo and provided with access to Melbourne with a single change at 

Geelong, Ballarat or Bendigo. 

The reinstatement of inter-regional train services could be preceded by development of a high 

standard “Regional SmartBus network”.  These services would establish demand before some are 

replaced by trains while others would provide links across Victoria that are not connected by 

railways. (Figure 5.3) 
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Figure 5.3: Potential Rail and “SmartBus” Regional Network 

The above options for restoring passenger rail services are suggested as possibilities.  They are not 

necessarily recommendations.  A more detailed examination of the options with recommendations 

will be included in a future RFI paper. 

5.3.3 Interstate Train Services 

As noted previously, the inter-capital trains from Melbourne to Adelaide and Sydney are below the 

standard expected for modern long distance inter-capital travel and their futures must be 

addressed.  It is noted that if they are to play a significant role linking the capital cities and serving 

major centres along their routes. 

A review of the role and quality of these services is required.  

The opportunities for a quantum change in interstate railways with genuine high speed trains are 

discussed in subsequent sections. 

5.4 A Role for all Modes in a Connected Victoria 

This paper focusses on the potential for railways to stimulate growth in regional centres through 

improvement and expansion of existing train services and opportunities for new higher speed 

trains.  However, it is acknowledged that trains are only one component of an integrated transport 

network.  Developing a strongly connected Victoria requires taking a holistic approach and include 

the supporting, services to ensure smooth journeys from end to end.  This highlights the need for a 

transport plan for regional Victoria that includes all modes  
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5.4.1 Road Coach Services 

Coach services to surrounding towns are of critical importance and serve the following objectives: 

• They support the survival of smaller towns by enabling residents to access the core public 

transport system and, through it, needed services in the region. 

• They allow residents to access medical services, schools, tertiary education institutions, 

shopping and employment within the region.  The extent of such access by non-car drivers 

depends on the adequacy of the public transport system (including frequency, journey time, 

reliability and convenience). 

• They support social inclusion of smaller town citizens within the region. 

• They can support regional tourism if services are well designed. 

In addition to local coach services, taxis, school buses and community minibuses play important 

roles providing intra-regional and local connections. 

5.4.2 Air Services 

Typically, self-sustainable air services are feasible for regional cities beyond 4 hours travel time 

from major cities (e.g. Melbourne) by car, bus or train.  Lesser surface travel times have generally 

shown air services to not be sustainable, particularly where there are alternative and acceptable 

transport mode choices. 

Regional cities within Victoria or just across its borders, including Mildura, Wagga Wagga, Albury 

and Mount Gambier, will make greater use of air travel because of the distance and non-

competitive travel times by trains or road coaches.  For convenience and time, Bendigo travellers to 

Sydney will also use direct air travel to Sydney, avoiding transit through Melbourne. 

5.5 New rail technologies to address Climate Change 

Throughout the world new technologies are being applied and developed for rail and other land-

based passenger travel.  There are new developments in train technology including tilt trains, 

hybrid (diesel/electric), hydrogen power, roof-top solar power augmentation, etc.  Ongoing 

improvements in rail supporting technologies including rail track design, signalling, 

communications, control systems, etc offer potential to dramatically improve the efficiency of the 

railways. 

The biggest challenge for railways is the need to adapt to the changing climate and continuing to 

cut emissions to mitigate the extent of future change. 

Governments and communities have become increasingly aware of global warming.  In Victoria the 

Climate Change Act 2017 establishes a long-term target of net zero greenhouse gas emissions by 

2050.  Achieving this goal will require substantial societal changes in energy technologies and 

infrastructure including railways,  
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Thanks to low friction between train wheels and steel rail tracks, gentle gradients and curvature of 

wider radius, trains already have high energy efficiency, however realising these advantages of rail 

depends on several factors, including the type of train, train occupancy, and the fuel used to power 

the train and the source of that fuel. 

Greenhouse gas emissions from diesel powered trains are not insignificant and indicate a preferred 

goal to replace diesel power with electric or alternative non-polluting power sources.  In Victoria, 

where only the suburban network is electrified, the new versatile diesel Velocity trains are likely to 

be the mainstay for regional operations for coming decades as expansion of railway electrification 

is expensive and unlikely to be justified on economic grounds.  However, extending electrification 

to some outer suburban destinations, such as Melton and Wyndham Vale, currently served by 

V/Line diesel trains appears warranted on both environmental and service grounds. 

Electric-diesel hybrid engines, which use electricity where electrified overhead power is available 

and diesel elsewhere, are now operating in several countries.  These have been considered 

previously for high volume regional routes in Victoria, such as to Geelong and Ballarat, switching 

from electric to diesel power at the edge of the electrified suburban area.  This could reduce diesel 

use in the short-term, but would only be a partial solution for reaching the goal of essentially 

removing diesel traction by 2050. 

Alternative power sources, such as batteries (traditional lead acid or Lithium-ion) and hydrogen 

(which produce zero emissions where the hydrogen is produced from a zero-emission power 

source such as solar), are currently being introduced in Europe.   

Assisting the transport sector and businesses switch to green hydrogen is one of the aims of $7.2 

million funding from the Victorian government towards trials, pilots and feasibility studies.   

Whilst passenger cars and buses typically only have a service life around 10 years, new trains and 

trams have an in service life of 40 – 50 years by which time greenhouse gas emissions must be 

reduced to zero.  This suggests that some recently introduced rolling stock  will need to be re-

engineered or withdrawn early to comply with government zero emission targets. 

Solar and wind power are the most obvious sources of power for Victoria’s trains and trams in 

future will most likely be electrically powered from solar and wind power sources combined with 

new generation battery storage.  With regional services there is potential for hydrogen powered 

trains with the hydrogen fuel being generated from solar and / or wind power (green hydrogen).  

All railways, tramways and light rail systems will need to have clear strategies and implementation 

plans to achieve zero emissions as require by Government legislation.  

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/780895/decarbonising_road_freight.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/780895/decarbonising_road_freight.pdf
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5.6 Developing a National High-Speed Network 

While there is no formal definition of train services by speed, Figure 5.4 shows a broad 

categorisation of “Faster”, “Fast” and “High Speed Rail” (HSR) as proposed in Faster Rail Report: 

Bringing Australia’s rail network up to speed (Australasian Railways Association, 2021). 

 

Figure 5.4: Categories of Rail Speeds 

Source: Faster Rail Report: Bringing Australia’s rail network up to speed 

Investment in HSR usually involves significant land acquisition and completely new infrastructure.  

It is an expensive proposition and will take many years to achieve. 

HSR is best suited to longer distance journeys between centres of large population.  This situation 

does not occur in Victoria.  However, HSR could be introduced in Victoria with a future national 

HSR in mind.  Indeed, there are significant co-benefits in planning faster regional rail in conjunction 

with HSR.  For example, to achieve significant reductions in Melbourne-Sydney travel times would 

require improved alignments in north-eastern Victoria (to Seymour, Shepparton, Wangaratta and 

Albury-Wodonga), to facilitate the operation of higher-speed trains.  A faster rail route between 

Sydney and Melbourne would provide a boost for Albury-Wodonga and, depending on the specific 

route alignment, for Wangaratta and/or Shepparton.  There may also be increased demand from 

centres such as Wagga Wagga, for travel to Victoria.  Some other options for the staged 

development of higher speed lines as part of an eventual National network are shown in  

Figure 5.5. 

Overseas experience confirms that a high-quality fast rail service, when combined with other 

inducements, is an effective tool for regional integration and economic development and can help 

shape more sustainable land use patterns.  The introduction of high-speed rail (HSR) services in 

Japan, Europe and China supports the correlation between improved rail services and population 

and employment growth rates. 
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Internationally, high-speed rail dominates travel over distances between 150 km and 800 km (up to 

four hours travel time), where it has clear advantages over car and air travel when overall door-to -

door time and convenience is considered.  It works as a catalyst for economic growth by 

encouraging more people and businesses to relocate to regional cities. 

Australia has been amongst the slowest of developed nations in adopting HSR.  It is worth 

considering in Australia if the nation wants to encourage more people and businesses into regional 

cities more than 150 km from a major capital city.  A new HSR line could be economically viable if it 

drives greater regional economic growth than the same population would create if they were in our 

capital cities. 

A high speed rail line connecting the major capital cities in eastern Australia has been considered a 

transport option for many years.  In particular, there has been an ongoing debate over the 

perceived high direct and indirect costs of air travel in the Melbourne -Canberra-Sydney-Brisbane 

corridor and the potential for HSR to be economically competitive and more environmentally 

friendly. 

A high speed network connecting the majority of regional cities in eastern Australia could be based 

on a trunk and spur network.  This proposal is based on a high speed rail line trunk line operating 

at 250km/h or 350km/h, running from Brisbane to Melbourne via Sydney and connecting the 

regional cities in between.  Spur lines would then be required to connect the other major regional 

cities within each state. 

 

Figure 5.5: Potential East Coast High Speed Trunk Line with Regional Spur Lines 

Rail corridor investigations could be expanded to include Adelaide in view of the potential benefits 

to South Australia and western Victoria and the national significance of a unifying link through five 

capital cities. 
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Other potential options for developing a mixed HSR and conventional railway network in Victoria 

as part of a national network are shown in Figure 5.6. 

 

 

Figure 5.6: Potential options for mixed HSR and conventional railway network 

Any cost-benefit analysis of high speed train options should include the potential for value capture 

along the rail route and the transformative effect HSR can have on regional centres on the east 

coast of Australia. 

5.7 Can a Conventional Rail line be Transitioned to HSR? 

HSR specifications for infrastructure are far more demanding than those required for a 

conventional lower speed (maximum 160 km/hr) railway, including standards for minimum track 

curvature, rail tolerances, formations, grade separations, noise barriers, fencing, protection. 

To achieve the standards for HSR, it is questionable whether there are genuine opportunities to 

upgrade rail lines in Victoria, in stages.  It is much more likely that if HSR were the objective, 

completely new lines would be required. 
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If new lines are required, it is not simply a matter of building a new high-speed network.  Ideally, 

the network should be flexible to allow integrated operations with the existing conventional rail 

network.  This will allow high speed trains to operate over conventional rail lines, particularly during 

the rollout of the network, and for conventional trains to use the high-speed network and possibly 

freight trains during the night.  This may require having 300 km/h on dedicated sections, while 

160km/h on the final leg or a hub served by HSR and regional trains and buses beyond.  In some 

cases, separate local lines will be still required in addition to the HSR to serve intermediate smaller 

towns. 

The Australian Government has released its vision for Faster Rail across Australia, Faster Rail Plan 

(Australian Government, 2019), and, through the National Faster Rail Authority, is co-funding 

several business cases to establish Faster Rail Corridors, including the Greater Shepparton, 

Traralgon and Albury-Wodonga corridors in Victoria. 

The “Faster Rail” approach envisages targeted rail network improvements to address current 

constraints where the rail network can be upgraded in stages and build the travel market for the 

more significant improvements to come. 

There is potential to link some of these state projects together over time into a higher speed 

interstate network, particularly if common infrastructure and rolling stock standards are utilised.  

Such initiatives will require long-term commitment, associated funding arrangements and co-

operation among Federal, State and Local Governments. 

5.8 Funding for Rail Improvements 

Initial funding for rail development should be within the funding capacity of the State and Federal 

Governments, within normal budgetary and electoral cycles. 

In the longer term, a more ambitious program would entail new and innovative funding sources, 

including significant private sector involvement. 

Future funding would require a combination of funding sources, including: 

• sustained investment from the Victorian and Federal Governments, based on revenue 

streams continuing to grow with population growth (particularly in relation to property 

taxes), along with new revenue streams such as value capture e.g. retail and commercial 

development on railway land; and 

• private sector participation where it is appropriate, for example in high cost advanced 

technology projects such as HSR but also in property development around rail hubs from 

which government can benefit from value capture. 

The role of transport connectivity in stimulating development and economic activity is becoming 

better understood, and this should help provide policy guidance on best practice, the role of 

government, and options for value capture that could further improve the business cases of 

programs.  
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6 CONCLUSION – Victoria is at a cross roads 

6.1 Regional cities in a post COVID Australia/Victoria  

After 27 years without a recession, Victorians might have expected that their standard of living 

would only get better.  The prospects of seemingly certain lasting growth ended abruptly with the 

COVID-19 pandemic.   

The long-term outlook for Victoria’s population growth is uncertain.  This paper considers some 

key issues such as: the importance of regional cities as focal locations for future growth; protection 

of agricultural land and the natural environment in rural and semi-rural areas, and the roles of 

urban centres in peri-urban areas or at intermediate locations between metropolitan Melbourne 

and the regional cities.  Three alternative scenarios have been considered.  

• Scenario A – No Intervention  

• Scenario B – Significant Intervention  

• Scenario C – Strong Commitment to Regionalisation 

Scenarios B and C provide a basis for setting growth targets for Regional Victoria as a whole and 

potentially for individual regions and regional cities. 

Under Scenario C, the regions would be accommodating an increasing share of Victoria’s growth, 

rather than a shrinking share as in recent decades.  The rate of population growth in regional 

Victoria would be around 1.5% each year, which is similar to the growth rate that the regional cities 

have experienced collectively in recent times.   

Regional cities will be prime locations for economic and population growth.  They will provide a 

supportive environment for diversity and specialisation in industries, services and other activities.  

There will be supporting growth in many other urban centres throughout the regions.   

The changes needed to boost regional growth are multi-faceted, requiring government leadership 

together with the concerted and sustained efforts of regional communities and businesses.  

6.2 Transport networks and services 

Things are changing across Victoria’s transport network.  The road network is under stress with 

congestion causing delays for public transport (tram and bus services), freight delivery and car 

travel.  Unlike some other states, Victorian air and ferry services are relatively small contributors, 

although important to their communities. 

Rail network and services have always been a catalyst for new urban development to serve the 

movement of people and goods around the state.  Today, there is a rail revival – recognising that 

rail must do an increasing load. 

Victoria’s trains are still slow by world standards.  Journey times are still long and there are limited 

express services at peak times, and “limited stop” and “stopping all stations” services at off peak 

evening and weekend times.   
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Despite the key regional cities of Geelong, Ballarat and Bendigo having been proposed as part of 

an arc of regional cities for over three decades, they are not linked (or planned to be linked) by 

inter-regional train services.  Notably the key regional cities of Mildura and Horsham and other 

major centres such as Hamilton are not served by daily passenger trains.   

Infrastructure limitations compromise train speeds, service quality and reliability.  Technical and 

engineering restrictions are leading to bottlenecks and increased journey times, e.g. localised 

speed restrictions, out-dated signalling, limited crossing loops, level crossings, and single tracked 

sections 

Increasing patronage demand in outer suburban areas beyond the suburban electrified network, 

particularly in Melbourne’s growth areas and peri-urban towns, and the lack of separation between 

regional and suburban passenger trains and freight trains are impeding intercity service travel 

times in the Melbourne suburban area.   

Victoria’s ageing “classic” fleet of rolling stock with modern trains is necessary not only to serve 

growing regional communities, but also because of their superior operational performance.  As the 

fleet size increases and new train types operate, regional stabling and maintenance facilities will be 

needed.  Appropriate quality on-board services, station facilities and interchanges must be 

provided to enhance the travel experience for all travellers. 

A long-term rail plan for Victoria is needed to address areas of concern for regional services: 

• gauge rationalisation;  

• inconsistencies in national engineering standards, infrastructure standards, maintenance 

standards;  

• future for inter-capital passenger trains from Melbourne to Sydney and Adelaide;  

• future proofing of rail projects and emerging technologies; and 

• safeguarding of future transport corridors for higher speed trains. 

6.3 Climate Change  

Victoria’s Climate Change Strategy calls for climate change adaptation plans for 7 key sectors, 

including urban settlement and transport. 

Transport assets have long lifecycles and infrastructure owners and operators have been 

considering climate change in project design, planning, construction and maintenance for many 

years.  Victoria’s transport planning and operations have been factoring climate change into their 

road, rail, port and airport projects.  Australia’s abundant availability of solar and wind power are 

the most obvious sources for powering Victoria’s trains and trams in future, particularly across the 

suburban network.  For regional services, the most likely power source is hydrogen powered trains 

– green hydrogen.  

Railways will need to adopt technical changes if rail is to remain the preferred mode for 

environmental reasons, in particular less dependency on diesel power. 
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6.4 How do we address these challenges for rail to be effective to 

support regional growth? 

Managing Victoria’s expected regional growth over this period will require improved decision-

making processes and fundamental changes in institutional arrangements to ensure that: 

• transport is integral to strategic policy on regional development and growth; and 

• regional city planning can accommodate a long term vision and proceed with an 

understanding of future transport connections and the role of a resilient rail network. 

To achieve these outcomes, our analysis shows that all three tiers of government need to take 

leadership in addressing strategic policy gaps in relation to growth, urban planning, rail networks 

and services, governance and holistically adopting an integrated transport and land use planning 

framework.  There are several existing organisations and evolving arrangements for regional 

development and land use planning, but there is little evidence of co-ordination across the three 

levels of Australian governments, much less integration with transport planning frameworks that 

address both passenger and freight movement.   

Specifically, Victoria needs a long term statewide regional rail plan which: 

• is integrated with a statewide land use plan; 

• recognises the need for action in both regional and metropolitan areas; and 

• recognises links into regions and interregional connectivity. 

Similarly, there is a need for a long-term National Plan which: 

• outlines a settlement plan for regional cities of national significance (including 

state/territory capital cities and regional cities); and 

• provides a strategic framework for passenger travel: 

o between states and territories and between key regional cities; and 

o addresses all travel modes (including high speed trains) and the integrated roles of 

different modes for passenger travel journeys. 

Government intervention and leadership are needed, with bipartisan support.  Governments can 

develop programs to incentivise growth and provide investment (e.g. in services such as education 

and training, and in infrastructure such as transport and telecommunications).  

Boosting regional growth will be a major challenge requiring the commitment and involvement of 

businesses, local governments and communities, sustained over many years.  It cannot be 

piecemeal or haphazard.  It will require a whole-of-government approach.   
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