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Foreword
Victoria’s population is projected to grow to more than 11 million people by 2061 with around 9 

million living in Melbourne.  Melbourne cannot continue to sprawl outwards and soar upwards 

without a state-wide development strategy to maintain Melbourne’s liveability and to enable 

Victoria’s regional centres to offer viable and attractive alternatives to living in Melbourne.

The Rail Futures Institute (RFI) and the Town and Country Planning Association Inc. (TCPA) see 

improved public transport as essential to the functioning of our society.  Growing Victoria’s 

Regions (the Plan) is the third in a series of publications focussed on regional passenger rail. 

The purpose of the Plan is to propose a strategic target for regional population growth and a 

corresponding passenger rail plan to facilitate that growth.  It is based on a population scenario 

in which the regions accommodate a more ambitious proportion of the State’s anticipated future 

population growth than in government projections to date.  

Our proposed accelerated and sustained rate of population growth for regional Victoria will 

benefit all Victorians and our proposed rail plan will build upon the substantial investments 

made in Victoria’s regional passenger rail infrastructure, rolling stock and services over the 

last 25 years.  We see these as critical inputs to Victoria’s future planning and infrastructure 

investment strategies.

In August 2016, RFI published How Regional Rail Can Rebalance Population Growth and Create 

a State of Cities in Victoria, a 30-year plan for regional rail development to support substantially 

larger growth in Victoria’s regional cities and towns.  However, with increasingly longer term 

population forecasts from many sources, the need for longer term visions for regional growth 

became apparent.  

In January 2022, RFI and TCPA produced Rail as a Catalyst for Regional Growth that outlined 

longer term growth scenarios for regional growth and the opportunities for the transport 

network to act as a catalyst, in particular rail services.  Valuable feedback from our members and 

the broader community highlighted the challenges in planning for regional growth and transport 

services and reinforced our calls for a state-wide integrated development strategy.

Finally, we want to acknowledge the efforts of the joint RFI and TCPA project team, particularly 

Peter Don, the project leader and committee member of both our associations. 

John Hearsch
Marianne Richards

President
President

Rail Futures Institute Inc. Town and Country Planning Association Inc. 
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
Victoria’s population is projected to grow to more than 
11 million people by 2061 with around 9 million living in 
Melbourne.  
Globally, enhanced regional passenger services have 
been shown to drive regional economic and population 
growth. Faster passenger rail services effectively “shrink the 
distance” between cities, allowing people to live in regional 
areas and commute to jobs in regional or capital cities. 
They allow businesses to be based in regional cities while 
still retaining good access to their customers and suppliers. 
They provide easy connectivity between major cities.
Melbourne cannot be allowed to continue to sprawl 
outwards and soar upwards without an integrated state-wide 
development plan and transport strategy, that will enable: 
• Melbourne to remain liveable, 
•  Victoria’s regions to accommodate a larger share of the 

State’s population growth, and 
• regional cities to offer viable and attractive living.  
With these objectives in mind, the purpose of 
Growing Victoria’s Regions (the Plan) is to propose: 
•  strategic targets for regional population growth, with a 

strong focus on Victoria’s 10 key regional cities, and 
•  a corresponding passenger rail plan to enable, stimulate 

and support that growth between now and 2060.
We see these as critical inputs to Victoria’s future planning 
and infrastructure investment strategies.  
Achieving and managing increased growth in 
Victoria’s regions will require:
•  Transport investment to encourage and support regional 

development and growth; and
•  Regional city development that proceeds in conjunction 

with improved transport connections.
The key propositions are:
•  Victoria’s population will increase broadly in line with 

Australia’s population increase over the next 40 years.
•  Victoria (and Australia as a whole) will be heavily 

engaged in addressing the impacts and challenges of 
climate change, reducing our carbon footprint and 
greenhouse gas emissions and increasingly using 
renewable sources of energy.

•  Greater growth in regional areas will produce better 
liveability and economic outcomes for all Victorians.

•  Faster rail connectivity between Melbourne and regional 
cities, and between the regional cities themselves, is 
essential to encourage and support increased population 
and economic growth in regional areas.

The Plan sets out a well-considered detailed strategy to 
accommodate a much greater share of Victoria’s future 
population growth in regional Victoria. Our proposed 
accelerated and sustained rate of population growth will 
enable regional Victoria to accommodate an additional 1.5 
million people by 2061. It will benefit all Victorians and our 
proposed rail plan will further build upon the substantial 
investments made in Victoria’s regional passenger rail 
infrastructure, rolling stock and services over the last 25 
years.

The Plan outlines a long term vision for a 2060 Victorian 
passenger rail network that recognises:
•  The regional cities’ potential for population growth with 

a rail passenger network that not only connects those 
cities to Melbourne, but also provides connections 
between the larger regional cities;

•  The role of rail services for travel within the larger 
regional cities;

•  The rapid emergence of new railway energy technologies 
and new rolling stock; and

•  Proposals for high speed rail and other interstate services.
The Plan then proposes a three-stage implementation for 
enhancements to Victoria’s rail network to deliver: 
(i)   Enhanced rail passenger services by 2030; 
(ii)  2031 – 2040 Upgraded and extended services to support 

regional growth; and 
(iii) 2041 – 2060 World class rail services to support a 

regionalised Victoria.
Now is the time to implement a new regional rail plan as a 
catalyst for population growth across regional Victoria.  The 
rail plan needs to be part of a statewide land use and transport 
plan that integrates all transport modes and significantly 
improves the travel experience throughout any journey.
More background and detailed information is available at 
RFI and TCPA websites www.railfutures.org.au and 
www.tcpa.org.au

1. GROWING 
VICTORIA

1.1  Australia’s regions need integrated 
national and state-wide plans

Regional Australia has long been a desirable place to live. 
While this was particularly evident during the COVID 
pandemic, research by the Regional Australia Institute 
revealed a consistent gain in net migration from Australia’s 
capital cities to regions in the decade to 2021, and today 
as many as 1 in 5 Australians are considering a move to the 
regions. Net migration from capital cities to regions remains 
17% higher than pre-COVID levels1 and “as a country we are 
not prepared”2.

Managing Victoria’s expected regional growth 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, all three tiers of government need to 
take leadership in addressing strategic policy gaps in relation to 
growth, urban planning, infrastructure and services (including rail 
networks), and governance, by holistically adopting an integrated 
transport and land use planning framework.

1 Regional Australia Institute: Regional Movers Index, March 2023 Quarter Report https://www.regionalaustralia.org.au/common/Uploaded%20files/Files/Regional%20Movers%20Index/
Regional-Movers-Index-March-2023.pdf

2 National Press Club: Address by Ms Liz Ritchie, CEO, Regional Australia Institute, 24 May 2023 – https://www.npc.org.au/speaker/2023/1137-liz-ritchie
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Plan Melbourne 2017-2050 identifies Victoria’s regions and its 
10 key regional cities (Figure 1).  The road and rail networks 
serve each of the regional cities, but do all rail corridors linking 
the 10 key regional cities have passenger rail services?  
How accessible are those that do?

1.2  Accelerated regional growth will improve 
Victoria’s liveability and economy

Today, 75% of Victoria’s population live in metropolitan 
Melbourne, and 25% in regional Victoria. Moreover, prior 
to the COVID-19 pandemic, with high levels of migration, it 
appeared that Melbourne’s dominance would increase even 
further. To perpetuate these trends in population growth (of 
seemingly frenzied growth in Melbourne, but slower growth 
in the regions) is not in Victoria’s or the nation’s long-term 
social and economic interests. 

For Melburnians, high population growth has contributed to 
urban sprawl, increased traffic congestion and unaffordable 
housing. For regional Victorians, low population growth has 
meant limited access to services, loss of skills available locally, 
vulnerability of businesses, and ongoing socio-economic 
disadvantage. If this growth imbalance is not addressed, then 
these problems will not only continue, but also worsen. 

Governments are increasingly recognising the roles that 
second tier cities, such as Victoria’s regional cities, can 
take in addressing the challenges of future growth of our 
metropolitan cities, whether it be for focussed housing 
precincts or future models of urban settlement.3

Desirable outcomes, such as the “30-minute city” or 
“20-minute neighbourhood”, whilst increasingly elusive in 
Melbourne, are being embraced in the planning for Victoria’s 
regional cities where they are more easily achievable. 

At the same time, the cost of infrastructure projects to 
address Melbourne’s current transport shortfalls are often in 
the tens of billions of dollars, while infrastructure investment 
in some regional cities is largely overlooked. 

1.3 The quantum shift to the regions has 
already begun

The COVID-19 pandemic brought unexpected changes. 
Population growth was effectively halted, and the vulnerability 
of the big city exposed. There is now increased interest in 
regional living, for the perceived health and lifestyle benefits. 
Importantly, working from home using digital technology 
has become widely adopted by many, working remotely, 
commuting less frequently, and possibly living farther from their 
place of employment.

The opportunity now exists for this upturn in regional 
population growth to be sustained and built upon by 
revitalising regional cities, encouraging investment in 
regional Victoria, diversifying local economies, attracting new 
industries, creating job opportunities and improving liveability. 

The outlook for regional Victoria is positive, as we face the 
challenges of climate change and the urgent need to reduce 
greenhouse gas emissions. Industries in the regions (e.g. 
renewable energy, targeted manufacturing, agriculture, water 
supply, disaster management, mining and transport) will be at 
the forefront of this transformation. 

“Continuing growth in regional employment is more proof 
that by investing in regional communities we’re helping to 
create jobs and keep our economy growing.” 4

1.4 Regional cities must be the focus 
for regional growth

The long-term vision must be for a more integrated Victoria, 
where the social and economic benefits come from the inter-
connection of the regions both with Melbourne and with one 
another. 

Concentrating population and economic growth into regional 
cities will create opportunities that attract more people and 
businesses. Initially, this needs to be encouraged through 
incentives, but eventually regional cities will reach a size where 
they develop their own virtuous cycle of growth. Focussing 
growth in the larger regional cities will promote the efficient 
delivery of services and infrastructure. It will also attract new 
activities and businesses that, in turn, will promote further 
growth. Promoting accelerated growth in major regional 
cities will also have a flow-on effect to the economies of other 
significant regional centres in their hinterlands. 

1.5 Scenarios and Targets for 
Population Growth

In Rail as a Catalyst for Regional Growth (2022), we 
wrote that Victoria’s population may be expected to 
reach 10.1 million by 2061, consistent with trends in 
national population growth foreshadowed in the 2021 
Intergenerational Report.5 The growth rate (about 1% per 
year) is moderate compared to the recent past. 

However, recent Victoria in Future population projections 
(VIF23)6 from the Victorian Government carry an expectation 
of faster growth, averaging about 1.4% per year, 

3   Victorian Government, Victoria’s Housing Statement: The decade ahead - 2024-2034, September 2023 https://www.vic.gov.au/housing-statement and Infrastructure Victoria, Choosing Victoria’s future: 
Five urban development scenarios, October 2023 https://www.infrastructurevictoria.com.au/project/choosing-victorias-future/ 

4 Victoria State Government, Media Release, Mr Tim Pallas MP, Treasurer, “Regional Jobs Growth in Victoria Highest in Nation” 29 March 2024 https://www.premier.vic.gov.au/regional-jobs-growth-
victoria-highest-nation

5. Commonwealth of Australia, 2021 Intergenerational Report: Australia over the next 40 years, June 2021. https://treasury.gov.au/publication/2021-intergenerational-report 
6. Victorian Government, Department of Transport and Planning, Victoria in Future 2023 https://www.planning.vic.gov.au/guides-and-resources/data-and-insights/victoria-in-future

 FIGURE 1: VICTORIA’S CONNECTED CITIES AND REGIONS

Source: Victoria State Government (2017), Plan Melbourne 2017-2050, Map 23 Victoria’s connected cities and regions.
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with Victoria’s population (6.8 million in 2023) projected to 
reach 10.3 million in 2051. A reasonable extrapolation would 
suggest a population of around 11.4 million by 2061. 

Forecasting future population growth is always uncertain, and 
both of these alternatives sit comfortably within the range 
of projections recently released by the Australian Bureau of 
Statistics7. 

In 2022, we also introduced three alternative scenarios 
to illustrate how Victoria’s population growth might be 
distributed between metropolitan Melbourne and Regional 
Victoria by 2061. These scenarios reflect: (A) the continuation 
of established trends and practices, versus (B) moderate 
intervention, or (C) a strong commitment to regional 
development.

Our scenarios A, B and C have now been applied once more, 
incorporating the VIF23 projections as the Base Case. The 
outcomes, summarised in Table 1, are similar to those in our 
previous analysis8.

• Scenario A – No intervention (or Base Case)
Scenario A follows the VIF23 projections from 2021 to 2051, 
and we have extrapolated to 2061. The regional share of 
Victoria’s population would shrink from 25% to 22% by 
2061. Victoria’s regions would increase by 800,000 people, 
compared with a 4.1 million increase in Melbourne. 

• Scenario B – Moderate intervention
With moderate and sustained intervention, the 2061 
regional share would be held steady at 25% with the regional 
population increasing by 1.3 million people compared with a 
3.6 million increase in Melbourne.

• Scenario C – Strong commitment to regionalisation
The regional share of Victoria’s population could reach 28% 
by 2061. Under this scenario, there would be an increase of 
1.5 million people in regional Victoria, compared with 3.4 
million in Melbourne. 

The increase in regional population would be 700,000 persons 
greater under Scenario C, when compared with Scenario 
A.  Scenario C cannot be dismissed as unrealistic.  As shown 
in Table 1 and Figure 2, it can be achieved with a compound 
growth rate of 1.7% per annum (i.e., strong, but not fanciful). 

FIGURE 2: POPULATION GROWTH SCENARIOS

7. Australian Bureau of Statistics (2022-base---2071), Population Projections, Australia. ABS website: https://www.abs.gov.au/statistics/people/population/population-projections-australia/2022-base-2071 
The ABS projections include three series (High, Medium and Low - reflecting different levels of net overseas migration, or NOM) for Australia, and for each state and territory.  The Victorian Government’s 
VIF23 projections sit midway between the ABS Medium and High series for Victoria.  Our earlier figure (10.1 million by 2061) is close to the recent ABS Medium projection (10.5 million).

8. The numbers in Table 1 differ slightly from the corresponding table in our discussion paper, Rail as a Catalyst for Regional Growth (2022).  In 2020-21, hit hard by the COVID-19 pandemic, Melbourne lost 
population to overseas, to other states and to regional Victoria.  This is reflected in the VIF23 series, with Melbourne’s estimated population rebased downwards, compared to earlier estimates.

9. The Main Report is available at the websites of RFI www.railfutures.org.au or TCPA www.tcpa.org.au 

TABLE 1: POTENTIAL POPULATION SCENARIOS

Population
2021 

Population 
2061

Population 
Growth 

2021-2061

Compound 
Growth Rate

VICTORIA 6.5M 11.4M 4.9M 1.40% pa

Scenario A: NO INTERVENTION

Metropolitan 4.9M (75%) 9.0M (78%) 4.1M (83%) 1.52% pa

Regional 1.6M (25%) 2.5M (22%) 0.8M (17%) 1.04% pa

Scenario B: MODERATE INTERVENTION

Metropolitan 4.9M (75%) 8.5M (75%) 3.6M (74%) 1.39% pa

Regional 1.6M (25%) 2.9M (25%) 1.3M (26%) 1.44% pa

Scenario C: STRONG COMMITMENT TO REGIONALISATION

Metropolitan 4.9M (75%) 8.3M (72%) 3.4M (69%) 1.31% pa

Regional 1.6M (25%) 3.2M (28%) 1.5M (31%) 1.66% pa

Potential population targets for Victoria’s major regional 
cities, associated with Scenario C, are provided in Table 2.

TABLE 2: POPULATION TARGETS FOR KEY REGIONAL CITIES

Regional Cities
Resident 

Population
2021 Census

Potential Target 
Population 2061

(Scenario C)

GREATER GEELONG 271,057 550,000

WARRNAMBOOL 35,406 65,000

BALLARAT 113,763 240,000

HORSHAM 20,429 30,000

MILDURA 56,972 90,000

GREATER BENDIGO 121,470 250,000

GREATER SHEPPARTON 68,409 120,000

WANGARATTA  29,808 50,000

ALBURY – WODONGA 99,346 185,000

LATROBE CITY 77,318 120,000

Further detail regarding the potential population growth of 
other regional towns can be found in the Main Report to this 
Plan (available online)9. 

We strongly recommend Scenario C.  It is the scenario that 
needs to be adopted and implemented if regional Victoria 
is to play a much greater role in Victoria’s growth and 
development.
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1.6   The need to plan and provide certainty 
for Regional Growth

In Rail as a Catalyst for Regional Growth, we noted that 
none of Victoria’s planning strategy documents, especially 
Plan Melbourne 2017-2050 (Plan Melbourne) and Victoria’s 
Regional Growth Plans (RGPs)10, has addressed a statewide 
re-balancing of population growth. 

The population projections underlying these plans have been 
based mainly on analysis of demographic trends and changes 
in land supply over a sustained period, prior to the pandemic. 
However, with the arrival of the pandemic and the changes it has 
wrought (e.g. working from home, changes in trip patterns and 
mode usage, and preferences for regional living), the business-as-
usual approach to population projections is no longer fitting. 
Plan Melbourne is updated every four years or so and, population 
projections aside, it is reasonably current for a 2050 horizon. 
RGPs for regional Victoria as indicated in Figure 3 were approved 
during 2013-2014, but with a time horizon of only the early-mid 
2030s.  They were meant to be updated every 4 – 6 years, but 
that has not happened.  It is noted that there is not an exact 
alignment between the RGPs and the regions shown in Figure 1.  
For example, Golden Plains Shire is split between two RGPs, 
Loddon Campaspe has two RGPs, and Hume region is now 
divided into the Goulburn and Ovens Murray regions. 
The variations of regional definitions are further exacerbated in 
the planning for transport networks with road and rail networks 
also having different regional definitions based largely on 
transport corridors radiating from Melbourne. These corridors 
weave across several administrative regions. Figure 5 on page 7 
shows key centres along the regional public transport corridors.
All these factors mean that there is great uncertainty for the 
planning of regional infrastructure and services (public or private), 
not least for rail, and even for regional city development.
The Victorian Government needs to update its RGPs 
and regional strategies to match planning horizons for 
metropolitan Melbourne. 
In September 2023, the Victorian Government announced 
its intention to develop a new plan for Victoria outlining a 
vision and strategies for the state over the coming decades 
– reimagining the future of our cities, towns and regions. 

It will focus on delivering more homes near transport, job 
opportunities and essential services in vibrant, liveable, and 
sustainable neighbourhoods. An initial stage of consultations 
involving councils and industry representatives occurred in 
December 2023. Through Engage Victoria, a formal broader 
community consultation is occurring between February and 
June 202411. The new plan is to be released in late 202412. 
The extent to which the new plan will update Plan Melbourne 
and the RGPs is unclear. Nevertheless, all these activities need 
to be underpinned by a new approach to population forecasting 
(and growth management) that seeks to ensure more equitable 
and sustainable directions for growth across Victoria’s regions 
and metropolitan Melbourne. Forecasting needs to take into 
account the challenges and opportunities we are facing, current 
and future, and their geographic context. To perpetuate the pre-
pandemic growth imbalance between metropolitan Melbourne 
and regional areas is not an option. Similarly, at the national 
level, the Australian Government needs to prepare an urban 
development framework that incorporates both regional and 
metropolitan areas.

2. TRANSPORT 
INVESTMENT 
SUPPORTS REGIONAL 
ECONOMIES
2.1 Passenger Rail’s Role in Facilitating 

Regional Growth 
The link between investment in regional rail and the growth 
of urban communities is well understood. For instance, in 
the decade after the implementation of the Regional Fast 
Rail program (2002 – 2005) in Victoria, affected cities and 
towns within 150 kilometres of central Melbourne showed 
population growth rates averaging 2%, or more in some 
cases. This includes municipalities like Greater Geelong, 
Ballarat, Macedon Ranges and Greater Bendigo. On the 
other hand, growth rates only up to 1% were seen for 
cities not connected to the rail network, or between 150 
kilometres and 250 kilometres from central Melbourne. 
This includes municipalities like Greater Shepparton, 
Warrnambool and Wangaratta.

The rollout of higher speed rail has had a major impact on 
the travel times between major cities in countries around 
the world. Research by the National Institute of Economic 
and Industry Research (NIEIR), in modelling the effects of 
faster travel along the regional rail corridors radiating from 
Melbourne,13 shows that the shrinking of travel times is vital 
to the economic development of Victoria’s regional areas. 
In its overall assessment, NIEIR states: “a project (or set 
of corridor projects) which promises to yield a long-run 5 
per cent increase in Gross State Product and a 10 per cent 
internal rate of return on investment along with a reduction 
in regional inequality cannot be lightly disregarded”.

10.    State of Victoria, Plan Melbourne 2017-2050: Metropolitan Planning Strategy, (2017) https://planmelbourne.vic.gov.au/home 
Each of regional Victoria’s regions is covered by a regional growth plan (RGP). RGPs can be accessed via https://www.planning.vic.gov.au/guides-and-resources/strategies-and-initiatives/regional-growth-plans 

11. Engage Victoria: Developing a plan for Victoria - https://engage.vic.gov.au/shape-our-victoria 
12. Further details and links to presentations and consultations with councils and industry are available at the Engage Victoria website – https://engage.vic.gov.au/developing-a-new-plan-for-Victoria 
13. National Institute of Economic and Industry Research: STRONGER, TOGETHER – An independent state-wide macroeconomic assessment of fast regional commuter rail network impacts on Victorian settlement 

patterns, economic growth, fairness and opportunity, 2020 (page iv)

 FIGURE 3: CURRENT REGIONAL GROWTH PLANS ACROSS VICTORIA

Source: Department of Transport and Planning (VIC) -via https://www.planning.vic.gov.au/guides-and-resources/strategies-
and-initiatives/regional-growth-plans 
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2.2  Stations as City and 
Community Hubs

As regional cities continue to grow, their primary railway 
stations not only function as their major transport hubs, 
but also are becoming core elements in key urban activity 
precincts, including central business districts (CBDs) – 
including Geelong, Ballarat and Bendigo. As more and 
more secondary stations emerge, these too can and should 
become the foci of local activity centres servicing the needs 
and expectations of commuters and the local community.

Development of regional station precincts offers significant 
opportunities for value capture to partly fund improvements 
to rail infrastructure as proposed in this Plan. 

Regional councils are focussed on sustainable development 
and integrated land use and transport planning. They 
recognise that precincts and neighbourhoods around 
stations will benefit from upgrades and improvements 
to existing transport and community infrastructure (e.g., 
City of Greater Bendigo14). New apartments, offices, shops 
and cafes, landscaping and parkland, when coupled with 
improved station amenities and access arrangements, add 
value to the broader community as well as providing an 
economic uplift to the precinct itself.

Historically, decisions about station developments have 
been made in isolation from urban planning decisions, often 
with a purely railway operations focus and, sometimes, 
disconnected from their cities (e.g., Wodonga). However, this 
is changing. Managing station precinct development is a key 
part of managing land assets toward better transport and 
community outcomes, including the need to progressively 
improve the passenger experience and amenity at stations 
and interchanges. 

“Shrinking the Distance”
Faster passenger rail services effectively “shrink the 
distance” between cities, allowing people to live in regional 
areas and commute to jobs in Melbourne or regional cities. 
They allow businesses to be based in regional cities while 
still retaining good access to their customers and suppliers. 
They provide easy connectivity between major cities. 

People’s travel time preferences depend on the nature and 
purpose of the journey. For example:

•  Travel times of up to 30 minutes would be acceptable for 
social or business meetings or daily needs.

•  Travel times up to 60 minutes are common for journeys 
to work or education.

•  Travel times up to 120 minutes allow for same day return 
visits for business or social events. 

A travel time of less than 120 minutes from regional 
cities and towns to capital cities can: boost tourism for 
regional areas; spur population shifts to those centres; and 
redistribute economic activity to regions.

Faster regional rail connections attract more people to live 
in regional cities and towns further along the rail corridors, 
resulting in increased dwelling construction and further 
growth in catchment population. They also expand the range 
of employment choices for residents and the catchment area 
for existing and new employers to recruit workers. 

These effects spread out from the areas near the rail line. 
The end result is that faster rail benefits not only regular 
rail travellers, but also a great many people who may rarely 
patronise the trains at all. As a result, productivity along the rail 
corridors increases rapidly when compared to the no rail case. 

It can be expected these trends will accelerate in this age of 
virtual connectivity. The ability to work remotely with less 
frequent need for face-to-face meetings opens up regional 
cities as alternative locations to live, work and do business 
– as long as they have good connectivity when physical 
meetings are needed. 

14 City of Greater Bendigo, Connecting Greater Bendigo: Integrated Transport & Land Use Strategy (ITLUS) 2015

FIGURE 4: HOW TRANSPORT TECHNOLOGY AFFECTS SETTLEMENT PATTERNS
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3. A STATEWIDE 
INTEGRATED 
TRANSPORT PLAN 
Connecting Regional Victoria
The Government needs to develop strategic policy 
that delivers the mandated objectives of the Transport 
Integration Act 2010. Consistent with the requirements 
of the Act the Government needs to prepare a Transport 
Plan for all Victoria including a long-term vision for the 
development of rail services. 

While Victoria’s 10 key regional cities are all connected to 
the Victorian rail network, they do not all have rail passenger 
services. Horsham and Mildura rely on bus services to 
connect with V/Line rail passenger services at Ararat and 
Swan Hill respectively. 

Interregional rail services should be complemented 
by a network of high-quality road coach services. The 
combination of interregional trains and coaches would 
enable many towns to be within 40 minutes of Geelong, 
Ballarat or Bendigo where travellers could transfer to fast 
trains to Melbourne. 

This Plan builds on the current rail network and the upgrades 
that have recently occurred. The goal is to develop the 
regional public transport network into a world-class service 
within Victoria and to neighbouring states based on faster, 
more frequent rail services to regional destinations including 
some centres not currently well served. It is acknowledged 

that some regional centres, where current rail lines are 
indirect, may be better served, at least in the short term, 
by alternative transport modes, notably express road coach 
services.

Planning for Victoria’s needs must also include the 
connections to the interstate capitals and larger towns in 
New South Wales and South Australia near the Victorian 
border, which already have strong links with Victorian 
communities.

While this Plan focuses on the potential for railways to 
stimulate growth in regional centres, it is acknowledged that 
trains are only one component of an integrated transport 
network. The rail program needs to be part of an integrated 
strategic transport plan that includes airlines, regional coach 
and local bus services, taxis, and community transit.

Mildura, Mount Gambier and Albury have daily air services 
offered by two airlines, but these are focussed on direct 
connections to Melbourne, Adelaide and Sydney. One airline 
offers daily services between Bendigo and Sydney (except 
for Saturdays). They are considerably more expensive than 
road coach or rail services and provide little benefit to other 
Victorian regional centres. 

Sea ferry services operating to regular timetables in 
Victoria are limited. Passenger-vehicle ferries operate 
from Geelong to Tasmania, and between Queenscliff and 
Sorrento. Passenger only services operate between Stony 
Point - French Island - Phillip Island, and between Geelong - 
Portarlington - Melbourne.

INTERCITY VLOCITY TRAIN AT SEYMOUR
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4. VICTORIA NEEDS 
A REGIONAL RAIL 
PLAN FOR WORLD 
CLASS SERVICES
A Solid Foundation 
Over the past two decades, there has been a rail revival 
as Victoria has proceeded with service restoration and 
upgrading programs, including the current Regional 
Rail Revival Program, a joint Victorian and Australian 
government funding program to upgrade regional lines in 
the state. 

The program is well advanced, but more is needed to 
provide a world class service for the future regional 
populations. 

These rail investment programs have each resulted in 
significant changes to rail operating practices, improved 
frequencies and some reductions in journey times. However, 
rail is still an underutilised asset in supporting regional 
growth. Speeds are still slow by world standards and 
connectivity between many regions is often very limited. 

Concurrent with expanding the network, on-going 
infrastructure upgrading and renewal programs are 
essential to bring the general standard of the rail network 
infrastructure to a level where it is more robust and resilient 
than is presently the case. New rolling stock must also be 
acquired to meet modern standards.

Progression to faster, 
more frequent services 

to satisfy demand to 
more destinations

Acquisition of new trains using 
non-carbon fuel sources to 
deliver faster services with 
improved standards of comfort 
and safety

Implementation of higher 
quality track and associated 
works to support the 
comfortable and safe 
operation of faster services

SERVICES

INFRASTRUCTURE

ROLLING 
STOCK
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5. KEY CHALLENGES 
FOR FUTURE RAIL 
SERVICES
5.1  Addressing the 

Key Issues
In Rail as a Catalyst for Regional Growth we identified key 
challenges for regional rail:
•  Responding to climate change and reducing greenhouse 

gas emissions 
•  Improving linkages between the major regional centres 

and Melbourne 
• Modernising and upgrading interstate services
•  Overcoming the restrictions and inefficiencies of 

operating with two track gauges 
•  Growing perceptions of poor service quality – reliability, 

cancellations and service substitutions.
All these challenges are interconnected and influence the 
need to address key issues:
• Future energy sources and emissions reduction
• Future service patterns
• Further gauge standardisation
•  Separation of regional and metropolitan services in the 

Melbourne metropolitan area
• The end-to-end travel experience for regional travellers 

• Pricing and fare structures 

5.2    Future Energy Solutions and 
Emissions Reductions

An opportunity for the rail industry in 
Regional Victoria
Australians now face the twin challenges of managing the 
effects of climate change and reducing our greenhouse gas 
emissions. These are no longer just liveability or lifestyle 
issues. They constitute national security challenges, in view 
of the potential risks to our food, water, health, housing, 
energy and infrastructure, particularly transport networks 
and operations. 

Recognising that Australia’s regions are where the effects of 
climate change hit hardest, and where the much-anticipated 
transformation into a clean energy ‘superpower’ will largely 
take place, increasing attention must be given to regional 
development and capacity building.  

Railways need to be active in capitalising on rapidly emerging 
energy and environmental developments. As trucks, buses, 
cars and even planes move to 100% renewable energy, Victoria 
has an opportunity to lead the rail revolution in Australia in 
adoption of batteries and green hydrogen for passenger rolling 
stock. These opportunities for local manufacture should be 
maximised for Victoria and other states.

5.3   Future Service 
Patterns

As the regional cities grow into the future, they will become 
commuter destinations in their own right. Future regional 
services will need to cater for travel between local towns 
and their regional cities as well as travel to Melbourne. 

It is envisaged that, within each rail corridor, services would 
be scheduled with three overlaid service patterns, with a 
fourth pattern added in future when a high-speed line is 
implemented between Melbourne, Canberra and Sydney. 
(This plan assumes that the Melbourne electrified suburban 
network will be extended to Melton, Wyndham Vale, and 
Wallan and thus eliminate the need for regional passenger 
trains to continue to serve these metropolitan locations).

•  Commuter: Services to meet the needs of frequent 
commuters to Melbourne and its outer suburbs from 
nearby regional cities and centres (e.g., peak services 
to and from Geelong, Ballarat, Bendigo and Traralgon). 
Commuter services travel up to about 90 minutes travel 
time from Melbourne. They would be frequent (e.g., 3 to 
6 trains every two hour cycle off-peak, and 3 to 6 trains 
per hour in peak periods). 

•  Intercity: Services to meet the needs of long-distance 
travellers between Melbourne and regional cities 
and major centres beyond the commuter belt (e.g., 
Warrnambool-Geelong-Melbourne, Bairnsdale-Traralgon-
Melbourne). Intercity services will provide much-
improved journey times, predominantly running express 
through the commuter area with progressively increased 
service frequencies. Speeds up to 200 km/h.

• Transregional: Services to meet the needs of local 
travellers between regional cities and intermediate 
regional centres (e.g., Maryborough-Ballarat, Echuca-
Bendigo, and Geelong-Ballarat (currently by coach)). 
They would typically offer 3 to 4 return trips daily and 
stop at intermediate centres along the way.

• Interstate: Very fast services for travellers between 
Melbourne, Canberra and Sydney including major 
regional cities enroute. They will run at speeds up to 350 
km/h, either express or stopping at major regional cities. 
(see Section 6.3)

  While a dedicated new high speed line between 
Melbourne and Adelaide is not envisaged in the time 
period of this plan, the service should be upgraded to 
at least the proposed Intercity specifications with more 
frequent services operating at speeds up to 200 km/h. 
(see Section 7.2)
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5.4  Gauge 
Standardisation 

Gauge differences remain a major issue in Victoria. Currently 
services to Albury/Wodonga (and beyond to Sydney) operate 
on standard gauge track as does the interstate Melbourne-
Adelaide train, The Overland. All other Victorian passenger 
services operate on broad gauge. 

The need for and pace of further gauge standardisation in 
Victoria will primarily be driven by opportunities to develop 
seamless rail freight services. However, there are some 
instances where conversion from broad gauge to standard 
gauge would improve the efficiency of freight services whilst 
enabling passenger services to be upgraded and some 
former services to be reinstated.  

•  Provision of standard gauge between Maryborough 
– Ballarat – Gheringhap (connecting with the existing 
dual gauge tracks at Gheringhap) would facilitate the 
restoration of a through Melbourne-Mildura passenger 
service from Melbourne via North Shore (Geelong) and 
Ballarat.

•  Conversion of the Wendouree to Ararat line (with 
separate broad and dual gauge tracks between Ballarat 
and Wendouree) would enable restoration of daily V/Line 
passenger services to Stawell and Horsham. With this 
conversion The Overland would then operate not only via 
Geelong (North Shore), but would also run via Ballarat to 
Ararat, Horsham, the Wimmera region and Adelaide. 

•  Re-activation and standardisation of Inglewood – Marong 
(with Marong into Bendigo as dual gauge) will enable 
medium term provision of a Ballarat – Bendigo inter-
regional standard gauge passenger services. 

•  Standardisation of the Goulburn Valley (Seymour - 
Shepparton) and discontinuation of broad-gauge services 
beyond Wallan will enable more effective north-east 
passenger services (to Seymour, Shepparton, Wangaratta, 
Wodonga, Albury and Wagga Wagga). 

•  Standardising Bendigo – Swan Hill and Bendigo – Echuca 
(with broad gauge passenger still operating beyond 
Bendigo on dual gauge track to both Marong and Huntly). 
Although this will necessitate passengers changing trains 
at Bendigo, the Swan Hill and Echuca lines would benefit 
from more frequent services with convenient same 
platform transfer to faster intercity trains at Bendigo. 

Proposed staging for standardisation is shown in Figures 
14 - 16 (Pages 18 - 20). 

Currently, there is no significant advantage in standardising 
the Warrnambool or Bairnsdale lines.

All future regional track upgrades and sleeper renewals 
should be undertaken using gauge convertible sleepers to 
facilitate low cost future conversion to standard gauge.

Source: PTV, Historic Victorian Railway Poster, circa 1936.
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5.5  Regional Trains in the Melbourne 
Metropolitan Area

Accommodating Regional and Metropolitan 
Services
Within the Melbourne metropolitan area there are many 
cases where regional trains operate on train paths squeezed 
in between more frequent suburban trains. This results in 
extended travel times for regional travellers as the 
V/Line trains are delayed in the metropolitan area following 
metropolitan trains stopping at all stations.

Despite improvements in some parts of the network, where 
regional and suburban passenger services (and sometimes 
freight trains) use common infrastructure, the outcome has 
become increasingly fraught as additional services have been 
added without corresponding increases in track capacity.  
Furthermore, the different acceleration and braking 
characteristics of metropolitan and regional trains results in 
poor use of the limited available track capacity.

Enabling regional and metropolitan passenger and freight 
trains to all operate efficiently will require further major 
infrastructure investment in a number of metropolitan 
corridors. Progressive segregation of faster and slower trains 
within the suburban network will result in reduced travel 
times, increased overall network capacity and improved 
operational reliability and resilience.

The opening of the Melbourne Metro (Metro 1) tunnel in 
2025 will allow more metropolitan trains on the network 
and benefit many suburban lines. However, without some 
additional track enhancements in the metropolitan area 
regional trains will continue to be impeded as outlined 
above.

Currently, there are track sharing issues on the Bendigo 
line between Sunshine and Sunbury (26 km), the Seymour/
Shepparton line between Southern Cross and Craigieburn 
(26 km), and along the Gippsland line between Southern 
Cross and Pakenham East (59 km). The extent of track 
sharing by regional and suburban trains following the 
opening of the Metro 1 tunnel and associated projects 
is illustrated in Figure 6. Proposed changes to suburban 
services will worsen the situation for regional trains if not 
resolved because:

•  Geelong line – When a majority of Geelong trains are 
diverted to operate between Southern Cross, Newport 
and Werribee instead of the Regional Rail Link via 
Sunshine, new conflicts will occur.

• Ballarat line – The proposed extension of metropolitan 
electrified services to Melton will potentially introduce 
new conflicts between Sunshine and Melton

•  Bendigo line – Increased Sunbury line train frequency 
will further impede the pathing of Bendigo trains.

• Seymour/Shepparton line – Increased Craigieburn 
line train frequency will further impede the pathing of 
Seymour/Shepparton trains.  Subsequent extension of 
metropolitan services to Wallan will further impede 
V/Line trains between Craigieburn and Wallan.

•  Gippsland line – Increased service frequencies for the 
Cranbourne/Pakenham lines will further impede the 
pathing of Traralgon and Bairnsdale trains.

This report supports several key projects that have 
previously been proposed by RFI primarily to improve 
metropolitan train services and that will also benefit regional 
train services. It is recommended that these projects be 

SUBURBAN AND V/LINE TRAINS, SOUTHERN CROSS STATION, MELBOURNE
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progressively implemented by 2060.  The projects are listed 
below and detailed in Appendix 2.

•  All North-Eastern Regional trains (beyond Wallan) to be 
on standard gauge.

•  A standard gauge platform to be re-instated at Sunshine 
to enable transfer between regional trains and Metro 
1, also from North-Eastern trains to Melbourne Airport 
trains.

• Express service train paths in the inner west.

•  Additional tracks between Sunshine and Melton, 
Sunshine and Sunbury, and in the Altona Junction – 
Werribee corridor

•  An underground South-East FASTline between Southern 
Cross and Dandenong.

Integration of Regional and Melbourne 
Metropolitan Services
Melbourne’s extensive network of suburban train, tram and 
bus routes provide a wide coverage of the metropolitan 
area.  Coverage will be significantly enhanced with the 
opening of Metro 1, the planned Suburban Rail Loop, the 
proposed Metro 2 and other recommendations listed above.

With appropriately located and well-designed interchange 
stations, the entire metropolitan area will become very 
accessible to regional travellers without needing to travel 
into the city centre.  Similarly, residents in Melbourne’s 
suburbs will save time when travelling to regional Victoria.

Improved passenger information systems (including 
comprehensive real time displays of train services at major 
interchanges, starting immediately with Southern Cross 
station) are essential to effective integration of services.

Interchange stations in the Melbourne metropolitan area are 
listed in Appendix 3.
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5.6  The Passenger 
Travel Experience

Travel decisions are strongly influenced by the overall end-
to-end “travel experience” associated with previous journeys 
and perceptions of future service. The aim must always be 
to create a seamless and integrated total journey. There is 
a particular need to facilitate movement for people with 
special needs – the elderly, wheelchair users, and people with 
children (and strollers), luggage, bicycles, or bulky items. 

Improving this overall travel experience requires more than 
improvements to service frequencies and journey times. It also 
requires attention to reliability, timetabling, real time service 
information, on-board comfort and amenity, on-train catering, 
fares and ticketing, luggage and bicycle space, accessibility, 
facilities at stations and interchanges, safety and security.

Current performance measures for regional rail services 
are extremely lax by international standards, particularly 
regarding reliability, on-time running and cancellations. They 
are an inadequate way of monitoring performance against 
customer expectations and managing the level of operating 
discipline required to ensure a reliable regional rail network.

5.7  Pricing and 
Fare Structures

The recently introduced fare cap on regional public transport 
clearly supports regionalisation and social objectives, but 
raises broader, more complex issues of providing increased 
vehicle and track capacity in order to meet the demand for 
additional quality services. 

Despite cheap fares, people will still not use public transport 
if it does not take them where they need to go, when they 
want to go. If it is inconvenient, uncomfortable, overcrowded, 
viewed as unsafe, takes too long or lacks catering (on longer 
distances), they are more likely to take another mode. 

Without appropriate investment in additional rolling stock 
and infrastructure, cheap fares for heavily patronised 
services will only compound existing overcrowding 
situations. At the very least, fares should be priced in a 
way that encourages travellers to use less well patronised 
services and pay a premium during peaks. 

These are complex issues and their implications and 
impacts need to be well-understood in social, economic and 
environmental terms. 

V/LINE LOCOMOTIVE HAULED TRAIN AT RUPERTSWOOD (VIC)
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6. EXPANDING THE 
RAIL NETWORK 
6.1  New Transregional Links – 

Geelong-Ballarat-Bendigo

As Victoria’s three largest regional cities grow, their 
combined population will increase from just over 500,000 
in 2021 to over one million in 2061. To maximise their 
synergies, these key cities need to be connected by 
passenger rail to each other as well as to Melbourne (as 
we cannot continue to rely on the regional road network 
alone). This can be achieved by progressively reinstating 
rail passenger services between the three cities. The 
proposal also offers the opportunities for carefully managed 
development at intermediate centres, by bringing those 
places within 40 minutes of either Geelong, Ballarat or 
Bendigo where they can also connect with the fast Intercity 
trains to Melbourne. 

Geelong – Ballarat: Initially as a broad-gauge service, 
with the option to operate as standard gauge longer term 
(see Section 5.4). 

Ballarat – Bendigo: A broad gauge service could be operated 
if the rail lines between Maryborough and Eaglehawk were 
reactivated and appropriately upgraded. However, consistent 
with freight considerations and the gauge standardisation 
recommendations (Section 5.4), it is recommended that any 
future passenger service between Ballarat – Maryborough – 
Bendigo is based on standard gauge, requiring:

•  Conversion of the existing broad-gauge Ballarat- 
Maryborough line 

•  Reactivation and standardising the line between 
Inglewood and Marong

•  Reactivation and dual gauging of the line between 
Marong and Eaglehawk 

•  Dual gauging of the existing the line between Eaglehawk 
and Bendigo. 

The development of a passenger rail link between Ballarat 
and Bendigo can only be considered a long-term proposition 
as it would require extensive investment in the rail lines if 
trains on the relatively indirect railway are to achieve travel 
times comparable with alternative co-ordinated rail and road 
coach links.  

6.2  Regional Metro and Potential 
Light Rail networks 

Introducing Metro Rail in regional cities
Just as the installation of metropolitan train and tram lines 
in Melbourne contributed significantly to its development in 
the 19th century, metro rail and light rail networks centred 
on Geelong, Ballarat, Bendigo and the Latrobe Valley would 
facilitate their orderly development as they meet future 
population projections. 

The concept of the Regional Metro rail network has already 
been initiated at Bendigo, where it is envisaged new stations 
be located to support development of existing and new 
activity centres. Metro type services in the Geelong region 
and Latrobe Valley could be readily operated in the near 
future when the current infrastructure upgrading programs 
are completed.

These individual Regional Metro rail networks will 
complement the mainline rail routes linking Melbourne to 
Geelong, Ballarat, Bendigo and Traralgon, and the proposed 
restored cross-country rail passenger services linking 
Geelong, Ballarat and Bendigo.

Proposed Regional Metro rail and light rail networks in 
regional cities would allow local urban bus services to 
be enhanced and routes totally revamped to produce 
coordinated multi modal networks in the regional centres.

Planning and development of regional metro networks must 
be subject to detailed assessment of city development, 
potential demand, routing options and feasibility but the 
following are worthy of consideration for progressive staged 
implementation by 2060. (See Figures 7 – 10)

REGIONAL LIGHT RAIL, NEWCASTLE (NSW)
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FIGURE 7: POTENTIAL GEELONG METRO – 2060

FIGURE 8: POTENTIAL BALLARAT METRO – 2060

FIGURE 10: POTENTIAL BENDIGO METRO – 2060 

FIGURE 9: POTENTIAL LATROBE METRO – 2060
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6.3  A High Speed Rail 
Corridor to Sydney

Current upgrading of Victoria’s North East rail corridor will 
not generate the transformation which genuine high-speed 
rail could bring, not only to Albury-Wodonga, but also to 
other cities in the corridor including Shepparton and Wagga 
Wagga in New South Wales. The population in this corridor is 
expected to grow to over 500,000 by 2060, and rail services 
will need to make a much stronger contribution to both 
passenger and freight movements.

The corridor is of national significance, with the Australian 
Government recently establishing a High Speed Rail Authority, 
and industry players, such as Fastrack Australia15, promoting 
strategies that will progressively unlock the regional economic 
benefits along the Sydney-Canberra-Melbourne corridor by 
staged improvement of sections of high speed track and the 
progressive introduction of new generation passenger rolling 
stock.

FIGURE 11: POTENTIAL MELBOURNE – SYDNEY HIGH SPEED RAIL CORRIDOR

A Staged Approach as part of a Long-term Plan
The long-term strategic objective is to connect the capital 
cities on Australia’s eastern seaboard by means of a high-
speed line. The ultimate network would primarily be on new 
high-speed alignments with gentle curvature with minimal 
intermediate stops achieving travel times competitive with 
CBD-to-CBD end-to-end travel times currently made by air.

Current and anticipated budgetary constraints for both 
Federal and State Governments suggest that any high-speed 
rail network for south-eastern Australia will likely take 
three or more decades to fully implement. Consequently, a 
staged approach is required with incremental benefits but 
consistent with a long term vision. 

Ultimately the corridor is expected to require:

•  A double track electrified high-speed line from 
Melbourne to Albury, connecting and integrated with 
an electrified double track high-speed electrified line 
between Albury, Canberra and Sydney

•  A double-track non-electrified freight line between 
Melbourne’s main intermodal terminals via Albury and 
Illabo in New South Wales, where it will connect with 
Inland Rail to Brisbane and the existing standard gauge 
rail line to Sydney. This line would be designed for 
heavier axle loads and double-stacked container trains, 
and would also accommodate regional passenger trains 
between Melbourne, Albury and Wagga Wagga.

•  The existing standard gauge line between Southern Cross 
and Beveridge (via Dynon, Sunshine and Broadmeadows) 
being utilised for North-East corridor regional passenger 
trains and for freight trains requiring access to the Port of 
Melbourne.

15. Fastrack Australia via https://www.fastrackaustralia.net/ 

FIGURE 12: PROPOSED VICTORIAN HIGH SPEED 
NORTH EASTERN RAIL CORRIDOR

HIGH SPEED GERMAN DB TRAIN



15 16

Town and Country
Planning Association

RAIL FUTURES
INSTITUTE INC.

FIGURE 13: CONFIGURATION OF V/LINE TRAINS7. A LONG 
TERM PLAN 
FOR ROLLING 
STOCK 
7.1  Victorian 

Regional Trains
Ongoing rolling stock procurement is 
essential for providing increased capacity 
and replacement of outdated rolling stock 
(some over 40 years old). The challenge 
is to meet demands for an increase in 
regional services and a transition to 
carbon-neutral power sources as diesel 
powered trains will be unacceptable after 
2050 (net zero by 2050). Alternatives 
to diesel now being introduced in some 
countries include electrification, hydrogen, 
battery and hybrid combinations.

Rolling stock has an investment lifecycle 
of over 30 years. The objective is to begin 
a major new rolling stock acquisition 
program by 2026, to be rolled out in 
conjunction with the proposed regional rail 
infrastructure plan. Converting the diesel 
mechanical VLocity trains to alternative 
power is unlikely to be a realistic and 
economically viable exercise.

With Melbourne’s electrified train services 
being extended to the outer areas 
currently served by diesel trains, future 
intrastate services could be operated by a 
single type of multiple unit train capable 
of sustained running at speeds up to 
200km/h with different types of passenger 
facilities (e.g., seating) for the shorter 

   ALSTOM’S
BATTERY-
POWERED 
TRAIN

      ALSTOM’S   
“CORADIA” 
HYDROGEN TRAIN
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7.2  Interstate 
Trains

Melbourne-Sydney
NSW TrainLink currently operates a daytime and overnight 
XPT service each way between Melbourne and Sydney.  
These diesel-powered trains are over forty years old.

The XPT trains are due to be replaced with new trains in 
2026 and this will provide an opportunity for accelerated 
schedules and improved service quality.

Ultimately the proposed double track electrified high-speed 
line between Melbourne – Albury - Canberra - Sydney (see 
Section 6.3) will require trains capable of speeds up to 350 
km/h with high levels of service and comfort.

Melbourne – Adelaide “The Overland”
The Overland train is one of the famous trains in Australian 
railway history. 

The current train is operated by Journey Beyond, a private 
equity owned company.

Only two services each way per week operate between 
Melbourne and Adelaide.

Continuing the service in the same manner that has 
operated in recent years cannot be supported.  The train 
uses carriages dating from the 1950s and 1960s, is slow, 
poorly timetabled and lacks the comfort expected of a 
modern inter-capital service.

In the short term, the frequency should be increased to 
three services per week and timetabled to connect with 
V/Line services at Ararat to/from Ballarat and Melbourne.  

In the medium term, with provision of standard gauge 
between Ararat, Ballarat and North Geelong (see Section 
5.4), the train can operate via both Geelong (North Shore) 
and Ballarat to Ararat, Horsham and Adelaide.  Also, in the 
medium term, new modern rollingstock should provide a 
faster, daily service in both directions. (See Section 5.3).

The current business arrangements and objectives for 
The Overland appear only to focus on tourist travel.  
The opportunity should be taken to extend its role to a 
more general inter and intrastate passenger service.

distance (commuter and interregional) services and the 
longer distance Intercity routes. Options for providing 
catering on services over two hours must be included. 

Critically, future train consists must be sufficiently flexible 
to enable them to be tailored to demand. 

There is an immediate need to optimise use of the 
existing VLocity train fleet. More flexibility in train 
consists would enable train sizes to be tailored to 
demand while reducing operating and maintenance 
costs. The current configurations of V/Line Commuter 
and Intercity trains are limited to multiples of three cars. 
Reconfiguration of both train types is urgently required. 
Figure 13 shows existing and proposed Commuter and 
Intercity variants and seating capacity using mixes of 3 
and 4 car sets.

“THE OVERLAND” NEAR COOMANDOOK (SA)

“THE OVERLAND” AND V/LINE VLOCITY TRAIN AT 
ARARAT (VIC)
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8. A STAGED 
IMPLEMENTATION 
PLAN
Transforming the current rail network into a world class 
service to meet requirements of future Victoria can be 
achieved through a three-stage implementation plan which 
reflects updated national, metropolitan and regional growth 
strategies. Target Travel times between Melbourne and 
regional centres are shown in Appendix 1.

8.1  Enhanced Rail Services 
by 2030

Stage 1 (between now and 2030) aims to improve the 
quality of services. 

By 2030, Victoria’s metropolitan and regional strategic 
growth plans should align to 2060 time horizons and be 
complemented by integrated transport plans. This will 
require committed action by the Victorian Government.

Figure 14 below shows the key infrastructure, services and 
rolling stock features to 2030. 

Infrastructure

•  Track upgraded for restoration of passenger services 
between Geelong and Ballarat

•  Track and signalling enhancements to improve train 
speeds and service reliability

•  Stations and Interchanges upgraded to improve service 
integration and to meet Disability Discrimination Act 
(DDA) standards

•  Opening of Melbourne Metro 1 in 2025
•  Extension of MYKI ticketing across the entire regional rail 

network

Services

•  VLocity trains on the Shepparton line with speed 
increased to 130 km/h and 9 weekday services

•  Fine-tuning timetables to remove any excess margins in 
the schedules and taking whatever advantage is possible 
from the Rail Revival projects that should be completed by 
then, including Bendigo line works (not currently funded).

•  Selected Geelong trains to progressively revert to 
operating direct via Werribee

•  The Melbourne - Adelaide “The Overland” service 
increased to three services per week and re-timetabled 
to co-ordinate at Ararat with existing V/Line Ararat - 
Melbourne trains 

• Selected Bendigo services extended to Marong

• 4th weekday Echuca return service

Rolling Stock

•  Additional VLocity trains to provide more frequent 
services and replace remainder of the locomotive hauled 
“classic fleet”

•  Reconfigure VLocity trains to 3 and 4 car sets to enable 
better matching of fleet capacity with demand

•  Melbourne - Sydney XPT trains replaced with new 
generation trains 
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8.2  2031 – 2040: Upgraded Rail Services 
for Regional Growth

Stage 2 (between 2031 and 2040) aims to provide more 
frequent, faster services to new destinations to reinforce 
our regional cities as key transport hubs by upgrading the 
existing infrastructure and acquiring some new rolling stock. 

By 2040, Victoria’s metropolitan and regional strategic 
growth plans should align to 2070 time horizons. However, 
it does require a strong commitment by the Victorian 
Government to have new Regional Growth Plans in place 
well before 2030. 

Figure 15 below shows the key infrastructure, services and 
rolling stock features between 2031 – 2040. 

Infrastructure

• Dual gauging of tracks –
o Ballarat – North Geelong
o Marong – Eaglehawk Junction – Bendigo
o Ballarat – Wendouree

• Track conversion to standard gauge
o Wendouree – Ararat 
o Ballarat – Maryborough
o Seymour – Shepparton* 
o  Wallan-Seymour 2040 including standard gauge 

duplication in sections Wallan to Broadmeadows, 
South Dynon Junction to Flyover Junction 

o Dual gauge second track Albion to Jacana

•  Ballarat trains to be fully separated from metropolitan 
services as far as Melton, and Geelong trains to be 
partially separated from metropolitan services between 
Altona Junction and south-west of Werribee. This could 
be achieved  as an early stage of the construction of  
Melbourne Metro 2 (Refer to footnotes in Appendix 2)

•  Extension of metropolitan Upfield services to Roxburgh 
Park, including quadruplication between Roxburgh Park 
and Craigieburn, in order to free up short term paths for 
additional Seymour / Shepparton services to operate via 
Essendon

•  By 2040, 1st stage of the high speed train line Southern Cross
to Shepparton developed on a new high speed alignment 
(1st stage of Melbourne - Sydney high speed train)

•  Ballarat to be developed progressively as a hub for 
standard gauge passenger services to/from the Western 
and North Western lines

Services

•  Majority of Geelong services to operate direct via 
Spotswood and Werribee

• Rail passenger services reinstated to Horsham

•  Bendigo line – introduction of regular stopping all 
-stations Kyneton services enabling most Bendigo trains 
to operate with limited stops south of Kyneton

• Introduction of VLocity trains on the Swan Hill line

•  Introduction of regular stopping all-stations Warragul 
services enabling most Traralgon trains to stop Warragul, 
Drouin and Pakenham only to Dandenong



FIGURE 16: 2041-2060 WORLD CLASS RAIL SERVICES FOR A REGIONALISED VICTORIA

19 20

Town and Country
Planning Association

RAIL FUTURES
INSTITUTE INC.

•  All North Eastern V/Line trains moved from metropolitan 
lines to standard gauge south of Wallan to operate 
via Sunshine and non-stop between Wallan and 
Broadmeadows*

•  By 2040, High speed train operating Southern Cross to 
Shepparton.  Also, Albury trains using the high speed 
line between Southern Cross and Seymour realising 
significant travel time reductions

•  Wagga Wagga served by a new daily V/Line return 
service to Albury and Melbourne, supplementing NSW 
TrainLink’s Sydney – Melbourne twice daily return 
services, giving Wagga Wagga 3 daily trips each way to 
Albury and Melbourne

•  “The Overland” to operate daily services in each 
direction via North Shore (Geelong) and Ballarat to Ararat 
and Adelaide

• Commuter services extended to Winchelsea and Sale

Rolling Stock

•  Introduction of hybrid electric/hydrogen/battery 
powered trains to progressively replace diesel 
powered trains

•  Additional rolling stock for “The Overland” to enable 
increase to daily frequency

* EXPLANATORY NOTE: 
Optimal timing of Wallan-Seymour-Shepparton 
standardisation will depend on timing of changes to rail 
freight infrastructure and terminals in Melbourne.

8.3  2041 – 2060 World Class Rail Services 
for a Regionalised Victoria

Stage 3 (between 2041 and 2060) completes the 
transformation of the network to world-class infrastructure 
and rolling stock standards delivering greater connectivity 
across regional Victoria and interstate. 

The third stage would balance the needs for a more 
comprehensive standard gauge freight network and a high quality 
passenger network. Standardisation of several lines is proposed 
to serve freight requirements whilst enabling restoration of 
passenger services to Horsham and Mildura via Ballarat. 

By 2060, Victoria’s metropolitan and regional strategic 
growth plans to align to end-of-century time horizons.

Figure 16 shows the key infrastructure, services and rolling 
stock features between 2041 - 2060. 

Infrastructure

•  Electrified Melton metropolitan services extended to 
Bacchus Marsh

•  Maryborough-Dunolly-Marong converted to standard 
gauge

•  Midura line upgraded for direct standard gauge 
passenger services

•  Bendigo - Echuca and Bendigo - Swan Hill lines converted 
to standard gauge

•  Bendigo developed as hub for standard gauge Northern 
lines and Bendigo - Ballarat line

•  Intercity lines upgraded for reduced travel times 
including Bendigo line upgraded for 200 km/h operation
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FIGURE 17: THE REGIONAL TRAIN AND PRINCIPAL ROAD COACH NETWORK IN 2060

•  Stage 2 of the high speed train line, Shepparton - Albury - 
Canberra - Sydney

•  Construction of the South-East FASTline from Southern 
Cross to Dandenong

Services

•  Reintroducing rail passenger services Ballarat - Bendigo

•  Mildura passenger services reinstated operating on 
standard gauge (Melbourne - North Shore - Ballarat - 
Maryborough - Mildura)

•  Following opening of South-East FASTline, V/Line services 
diverted to stop Caulfield, Monash, Dandenong and 
Pakenham only

•  High speed trains between Melbourne, Canberra and Sydney

Rolling Stock

•  Progressive replacement of diesel trains with carbon 
neutral hydrogen/battery/electric alternatives

•  New high speed trains for Melbourne - Canberra - Sydney 
high speed services

While the railways are the backbone of Victoria’s regional 
public transport service, a comprehensive network requires all 
rail and road coach services to be viewed as one interconnected 
network. Development of trans regional road coach routes to 
complement the rail services will be critical. (See Figure 17)

TRAIN AND ROAD COACH AT BAIRNSDALE STATION
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TABLE 3: TARGET JOURNEY TIMES TO REGIONAL CENTRES – 2030, 2040 AND 2060

REGIONAL CENTRE
Current By - 2030 By - 2040 By - 2060
Average 
Off Peak

Target Target Target

hr:min hr:min hr:min hr:min
Geelong 1:05 1:00 0:55 0:50
Ballarat 1:25 1:20 1:10 1:05
Kyneton 1:15 1:15 1:10 1:05
Bendigo 1.55 1.50 1:45 1:30
Seymour 1:25 1:25 1:20 1:15

0:30 HST
Shepparton 2:40 2:30 2:25 2:20

0:55 HST
Traralgon 2:25 2:25 2:15 2 00
Warrnambool 3:40 3:35 3:30 3:20
Ararat 2:25 2:20 2:15 2:10
Horsham 3.55# 3.50# 3.30 3:20
Maryborough 2:30 2:25 2:15 2:10
Mildura (via Donald) 9:00# 8:50# 8:30 8:30
Echuca 3:15 3:10 3:05 3:00
Swan Hill 4:35 4:25 4:05 4:00
Mildura (via Swan Hill) 7:30 7:20 7.00 6:55
Wangaratta 3:00 2:50 2:30 2:25 (Note)
Albury – Wodonga 3:55 3:45 3:20 3:15

1.25 HST
Wagga Wagga 5:05 5:00 4:35 4:30

1:55 HST
Bairnsdale 3:55 3:40 3:35 3:20
Geelong – Ballarat 1:40** 1:10 1:05 1:00
Ballarat - Bendigo >>>>>>>>> >>>>>>>> 2:45 2:30
Key: 
**       Road coach time   
#          Train / Coach time   
HST     High Speed Train time  

Note:

Further travel time saving possible with some Wangaratta 
trains using Melbourne – Seymour section of the HST line

Appendix 1: 
Target Travel Times
Proposed target travel times for services between Melbourne and major regional centres are shown in Table 3 below. 

The target travel times assume the broad regional initiatives outlined in this paper and some specific line changes. The changes 
proposed in the metropolitan area are included in the RFI Rail Plan (part of a proposed Melbourne Public Transport Plan to be 
issued in 2025).
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Appendix 2: 
Proposed solutions  to improve regional train 
performance in the Melbourne Metropolitan Area  
The following solutions are recommended to be 
implemented by 2060.

•  Geelong line16 – As more Geelong trains operate via 
Newport and Werribee, additional V/Line track will be 
needed between Altona Junction and Manor Junction 
to remove conflicts with metropolitan Werribee train 
services.  Improved paths for V/Line trains between 
Southern Cross and Altona Junction will also be needed.  
Proposed timing is 2031-2040 (see Section 8.2).

•  Ballarat line17 – To remove conflicts between regional 
and metropolitan train services, particularly when the 
line to Melton is electrified, the following infrastructure 
improvements are recommended: quadruplication from 
Sunshine to Caroline Springs, a third track from Caroline 
Springs to Melton, and a four-platform station at Melton. 

•  Bendigo line (subject to further analysis) – To minimise 
the conflicts with Sunbury train services, a new third track 
is recommended between Sunshine and Diggers Rest.  
As another option, the Ballarat line could be used, with 
extended duplicated tracks between Caroline Springs and 
the Outer Metropolitan Ring (OMR)18 junction (between 
Mount Atkinson and Rockbank) then via the OMR corridor 
to near Diggers Rest.

•  Seymour/Shepparton line – Diversion of some 
metropolitan Craigieburn trains via Upfield will provide 
more train path opportunities for Seymour/Shepparton 
services via Essendon. Later, diversion of most freight 
trains to the OMR corridor at Beveridge will facilitate 
standard-gauge conversion of the broad-gauge lines 
from Wallan to Seymour, Shepparton and Tocumwal, 
thereby enabling Seymour/Shepparton trains to operate 
on standard gauge using an enhanced ARTC corridor 
from Southern Cross to Wallan via Sunshine and 
Broadmeadows. 

•  Gippsland line – Construction of a new underground 
South-East FASTline19  (from Southern Cross to Dandenong 
via Caulfield, Chadstone and Monash) is proposed, for the 
shared use of longer distance metropolitan train services 
(to Clyde and Pakenham East) and V/Line regional hybrid 
trains operating at higher speeds with “limited stop” 
schedules.

Appendix 3:  
Connectivity between Regional 
and Metropolitan Services
With the new and upgraded services proposed in this 
report and efficient interchanges, there will be increased 
opportunities in the Melbourne metropolitan area to 
integrate regional and metropolitan train services.  Regional 
Victorians will be better able to reach destinations in central 
Melbourne and throughout its suburbs.  The integrated 
network will also provide Melbourne residents with easy 
access to regional trains. 

Major Interchange Locations
V/Line trains to Metropolitan trains 
Bacchus Marsh Flinders Street Southern Cross
Broadmeadows Footscray Spotswood
Caulfield Melton Sunbury
Chadstone Monash Sunshine
Craigieburn North Melbourne Wallan
Dandenong Pakenham Werribee
Deer Park Richmond Wyndham Vale

V/Line trains to METRO 1
Caulfield Footscray Pakenham
Dandenong Sunshine Sunbury

V/Line trains to METRO 2
Melton Spotswood Werribee
Southern Cross Sunshine Wyndham Vale

V/Line to V/Line trains 
Ballarat Geelong Sunshine
Bendigo Dandenong Warragul
Deer Park North Geelong Traralgon
Footscray Seymour Southern Cross

Interstate trains:

To Metropolitan trains
Southern Cross Sunshine 

To V/Line trains  
Southern Cross Sunshine North Shore
Ballarat Ararat Horsham
Seymour Shepparton Albury

16.  In a separate planning investigation (https://www.railfutures.org.au/2022/08/transforming-melbournes-east-west-public-transport/) Rail Futures Institute proposes the progressive construction of an 
electrified east-west metro rail corridor (e.g. Melbourne Metro 2, or Metro 2) from Melton and Wyndham Vale in the west to Mernda and Wollert in the north-east.  Metro 2 would provide greater 
connectivity between the western and north-eastern suburbs and improve their access to regional rail services.  The project would involve significant tunnelling under the Yarra River and inner-city areas.  
The recommended improvements on the Geelong and Ballarat lines (described in the paragraphs above) are included in the Metro 2 proposal.  They could be delivered at appropriate stages within a 
progressive construction program, or potentially independently.

17.  See footnote 16

18.  The Outer Metropolitan Ring (OMR) reservation will create the opportunity for new road and rail transport links through the Werribee, Truganina, Rockbank, Mickleham and Beveridge areas to be provided 
as warranted in view of future transport demands.  The planning for the OMR corridor provides options for an ultimate freeway standard road, capable of up to four lanes in each direction, and four railway 
tracks in the median for interstate freight and high-speed passenger trains between Werribee and Beveridge, and capable of ultimately accommodating a six-lane freeway standard road elsewhere.  

19.  Rail Futures Institute Inc., Melbourne Rail Plan 2020 - 2050, September 2019, pp 81-82 https://www.railfutures.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2019/09/15329_MRP2050main_FinalPages.pdf 
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