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The BTRE has recently completed estimates of non-bulk freight flows over seven inter-city corridors for three
decades from 1972 to 2001. Earlier estimates to 1995 were published in Information Sheet 17.

An examination of this data shows some interesting patterns emerging.

(1) Inter-capital non-bulk freight flows have grown faster than national income. Over the periods 1972 to 1980
and 1980 to 1990, the freight growth rate was on average 1.3 times the growth rate for the economy as a whole.
Between 1990 and 2000 inter-capital freight grew at 1.5 times the growth rate of the economy.

(2) Non-bulk sea freight has declined on most corridors, but since the mid 1990s has come back strongly on the
Eastern Capitals to Perth’s route (at the expense of road).

(3) Although total inter-capital non-bulk rail freight has increased since the early 1970s, it has not grown as quickly
as road freight. Rail’s share of the inter-capital non-bulk task has fallen on almost all the corridors.  The effect
is more pronounced the shorter the corridor. 

(4) If the relationship between freight flows and national income of the recent past holds, then there will be
substantial future growth in total non-bulk freight in all of the corridors considered (2020 freight flows
forecast to average twice their 2000 levels).  If road continues to slowly increase mode share relative to rail,
the growth in road freight will be even greater (2.2 times). (The growth of inter-capital freight is higher than
the growth in total non-bulk freight, which includes slower-growing traffics.)

(5) The trend for rail to lose mode share could only be reversed by a significant reduction in costs or a major
improvement in rail’s quality of service, relative to continually improving road service levels.

(6) Local truck traffic often outnumbers intercity truck traffic on the National Highway System, especially along
sections of the highway with substantial local populations and industries.

Turning to the individual corridors:

Sydney–Canberra is a short route (315 km). Over short distances, where pick-up and delivery costs will necessarily
comprise a higher share of total rail costs, line-haul rail has the greatest difficulty competing. Since 1980, non-bulk
rail traffic has almost totally died away, although there is still sizeable movements of bulk freight by rail into the ACT.

Melbourne–Adelaide (740 km) road freight has benefited from the opening of the freeway through the Adelaide Hills
and from the progressive introduction of B-doubles, turning this route into one where road is favoured.

Melbourne–Sydney (930 km) has by far the largest freight flow.  Non-bulk sea traffic is minimal (steel is counted
as bulk).  Road and rail shares have been mirror images, with rail not sharing in growth, and thus steadily losing
mode share.

Sydney–Brisbane (1000 km) has a similar pattern.  After gaining share in the early 1970s due to the decline in coastal
shipping, rail has been losing mode share.

On the Sydney–Adelaide (1550 km) corridor, rail gained some rail-specific traffics in the late 1980s.  However, this
temporary boost to its mode share has since given way to a resumed decline in share.

On the Melbourne–Brisbane corridor (1850 km), which has a market size about half of Sydney–Brisbane, the decline
in rail's share has reversed in the late 1990s with a new rail link to the port of Brisbane and with the introduction
of non-stop trains and other improvements to the service. This is an important illustration that it is not impossible
for rail to make the kind of improvements necessary to regain share from road.

The Eastern Capitals to Perth route (3400 km) is the most favourable of the seven corridors for rail. Pick-up and
delivery costs are a smaller proportion of total rail freight costs than on shorter routes.  Rail has largely retained
its share, due to an historical legacy of good infrastructure, complemented in recent years by strategically targeted
investment that has enabled significant reductions in freight tariffs to be introduced.  Since 1997, there has been
a large increase in coastal shipping under Single and Continuous Voyage Permits.  This increase in shipping share
has come mainly at the expense of road.



The seven corridors in graphs

Data Issues

Rail data for the 1998 to 2001 years was derived from the ABS Freight Movements Survey State-State origin
destination data, with City–City traffic assumed in most cases to be a similar fraction of the State-State traffic as in
1995 to 1997 (for which actual City–City data was available). After 1997 the recently privatised railways have declined
to permit public release of City–City data. This raises difficulties for any future estimates of what are important rail
traffics on the Australian rail network.  The 2001 road freight estimates were based on a one-off ABS Freight
Movements Survey of articulated trucks in that year.
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