
Submission to Plan Melbourne 2016 refresh. A more connected Melbourne. 

Rodger Smith 

 

 

 

Major transport initiatives are critical to the efficiency and future prosperity of our city. 
Since Plan Melbourne was released both of these issues have been turned on their heads.  

A key factor in A more connected Melbourne section of the refresh discussion paper was 
stated to be: 

While it should outline the broad transport needs of the city over the next 35 years, the 
detail and timing of projects should be subject to transparent assessment 
and approval processes. 
 
These are not peripheral matters. I am referring to the major infrastructure for transport, 
freight and the economy. Port capacity, transportation for freight and the public. All of the 
issues have been turned on their head in the short time since Plan Melbourne was released. 
The residents of Melbourne should expect that such vital matters do indeed receive 
transparent assessment. Is Plan Melbourne 2016 going to deliver this? We have read the 
damning reviews of the the East West Link. The original Plan Melbourne accepted that 
project as a given. 

It is hard to see how Plan Melbourne 2016 can be a credible document if it fails to make any 
assessment of the major infrastructure proposals before us. The proposals of the current 
government will bind the city for many decades. The proposed lease of the Port of 
Melbourne will bind the city for 50 to 70 years. The privatised new roads will have similar 
effects. It is not good enough for the people of Melbourne to be promised transparent 
processes and find Plan Melbourne unwilling to comment on the most important proposals 
or Infrastructure Victoria only prepared to talk about what will happen after the 
government sign a 50 year lease. So-called transparent assessment will be a most unfunny 
joke on the public of this state.  

There are some key points that need to be addressed. 

The fundamental Directions listed in Plan Melbourne for an integrated transport system 
were: 

3.1 
Transform the transport system to support a more productive central city 
3.2  
Improve access to job-rich areas across Melbourne and strengthen transport networks in 
existing suburbs 
3.3  
Improve transport infrastructure, services and affordability in Melbourne’s newer suburbs 

removed



3.4 
Improve local travel options to increase social and economic participation 
3.5 
Improve the efficiency of freight networks while protecting urban amenity 
3.6  
Increase the capacity of ports, interstate rail terminals and airports and improve landside 
transport access to these gateways 
 

The largest element of how to achieve this was the East West Link. We have seen the 
reviews from the state and federal auditors on how well this project was driven by the 
public interest. Well done Plan Melbourne. Your face value acceptance of the East West Link 
undermined your credibility with any part of Plan Melbourne.  

You refresh discussion paper states (p41): 

Port capacity is critical for employment and economic growth. While Plan Melbourne 2014 
committed to a second container port at Hastings it is recognised the development of Webb 
Dock and Swanson docks now provides more time to determine the best location for a 
second container port. 
 

I am not sure how your discussion paper can state “it is recognised” and accept the 
consequences of this course of action without examination. There has certainly not been 
any public explanation of why it is in the interest of the city or the public to delay the move 
of port capacity from the inner city. 

Let’s look at what is currently proposed. The Port of Melbourne will be leased out to the 
private sector for 50 to 70 years. Freight will be expanded at the inner city sites for decades. 
The proposal goes further to provide compensation in the case that any port capacity 
provided outside the centre of the city will require the state to compensate the lease 
holder. This arrangement will support the monopoly of the lease holder but it will also 
ensure that every bit of capacity is used in central Melbourne. All of this increased capacity 
will have to be matched by the transport of freight in and out of the port. The policy of 
recent Liberal and Labor governments is that this transport will be largely be done by trucks. 
Into the centre of the city. More trucks. Bigger trucks. Despite the political rhetoric about 
steps to reduce the impact of trucks in our city, their diesel particulates, the congestion 
from them, the reality is that both parties are aiming to get more of them into central 
Melbourne. 

The Liberal Government announced the expansion of Webb Dock which has no freight rail 
connections. They said it didn’t need them. Extra and larger trucks onto the Westgate is all 
we need. Perhaps they wanted to get past opposition from Docklands or the uncomfortable 
truth that any rail connection would wind through the city including Melbourne’s new 
capital city zone at Fishermans Bend which is right beside Webb Dock. 

The New Labor Government, well they are continuing with Webb Dock. But they are 
proposing to go further. Under both governments rail freight to Swanson Dock has declined 



to marginal volumes. But the government is moving to curtail an increase in the rail freight. 
They have suspended a freight rail shuttle proposal that would have connected Swanson to 
an intermodal terminal at Altona and which had already had federal and state funds 
allocated to it last year. (http://www.theage.com.au/victoria/labor-puts-brakes-on-port-rail-
project-that-would-take-3500-trucks-off-road-20150916-gjo7c3.html) 

Why would the government act to prevent and increase in rail freight. To understand it we 
need to look at one of the other major elements of the governments transport network.  

The government have already announced that they are going to proceed with the Western 
Distributor, a private toll road proposed by Transurban who will recoup their investment 
with tolls including tolling trucks accessing the Port of Melbourne. 
(http://www.theage.com.au/victoria/melbourne-to-get-new-western-suburbs-toll-road-
20151208-gli7pj.html#ixzz3thyWJeYI) 

 

The Western Distributor will provide the city with a much needed alternative to the 
Westgate Bridge. The residents of Melbourne will pay a very high cost for this if they are 
bound to private companies who will maximise the freight and the trucks into the central 
city and toll them for the privilege.  

The supposed benefits of the combined proposals are also hard to find. The promotion of 
the Western Distributor spruiks the reduction of trucks that will use the Westgate Bridge to 
access the Port of Melbourne. Carefully and cynically the promoters are carefully referring 
to trucks that travel to Swanson Dock and specifically fail to mention that at the same time 
the government is proceeding with Webb Dock which will add thousands of trucks who will 
have no option other than the Westgate Bridge.  

 And as the Age reports, “Despite spruiking the new independent Infrastructure Victoria body 
to assess major projects, the Western Distributor has not, or will not, be scrutinised by the 
body because the proposal pre-dates Infrastructure Victoria.” 

The Western Distributor will have its business case looked at by the Federal Government 
and perhaps by Infrastructure Australia. (It is hard to say how meaningful this is when it has 
already being announced as going ahead.) In its own terms the economics of the Western 
Distributor may or may not stack up. But when you combine it with the long term lease and 
incentives of the proposed lease of the Port of Melbourne the long term impact for 
congestion and liveability in Melbourne is dire.   

On the plus side the government will argue that the funds from the lease of the Port of 
Melbourne will fund useful works, most particularly the removal of level crossings across 
the city (or the city’s electorates if you are as sad about it as me). The point however is that 
this rent is not free money. The leaseholders will recoup their costs, and add a profit margin 
to their monopoly business for decades. This will be paid for by levies on every good that 
goes in and out of the port which will be added on to the cost of goods that the public will 
consume. While it doesn’t appear as a tax in the government’s budget the public will never 
the less have to pay for it. And if a competitor wants to come in and set up a more efficient 
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port service then the state, the public will have to pay compensation to the monopoly at the 
Port of Melbourne. 

The government may also say that port capacity is so important to the state that it is 
necessary to favour industry ahead of residents. That trucks are the most economical way to 
transport goods within the city. This however becomes untenable beyond a certain point. 
Major ports must be compete with other cities and world standards of efficiency. It is not in 
the city’s interest to be ground to a halt by trucks but also, if there is no alternative to road 
transport, the city will not be able to sustain an efficient port. International cities and ports 
in other states cannot compete if they do not have adequate rail connections to handle 
large and growing freight volumes. The industry in Victoria is already realising this.  As the 
Age reported in August,  

The loss of Melbourne's "number one container port" status appears a certainty as container 
operators abandon projects and shift their focus across the border because of the lack of rail 
connections. 

"We are already seeing the growth rates of containers through Port Botany exceeding 
Melbourne," said Qube Logistics managing director Maurice James. "It's at risk of losing its 
number one container port status because of the economics of moving freight and the 
potential cost of going forward." 

(http://www.theage.com.au/business/lack-of-rail-driving-melbourne-to-lose-number-one-
container-port-status-20150818-gj1lxd.html#ixzz3jGf30Mhr) 
 
 
Leading in to the last election the Liberal government were proposing to proceed with the 
Port of Hastings. The Labor party were promising to investigate the options for Bay West as 
well as Hastings. 
However the proposed lease of the Port of Melbourne rules out the development of 
alternatives for decades. There has been no open and transparent explanation of this. We 
are expected to accept at face value that there are no other options to us than expanding 
the port in the centre of the city (and having a toll road charge for access to it). There is a 
pretty obvious question about all of this.  
 
If it is not possible to develop port capacity outside of central Melbourne then why is it 
necessary to propose compensation should a competitor comes along? 
 
In the original Plan Melbourne process I wrote a submission on behalf of the Stop Webb 
Dock Group which outlined how the existing Port of Geelong could accommodate the trade 
proposed for Webb Dock while already having connections to standard gauge rail (as well as 
road) that could connect easily to Melbourne’s intermodal freight network. This would also 
avoid the aesthetic disaster of turning the mouth of the Yarra into a giant freight depot and 
would remove trucks from central Melbourne. It would also free up inner city land, with 
huge potential value on Melbourne’s water front (and beside the new capital city zone of 
Fishermans Bend). The worth of our original submission has not changed. 
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An efficient Port and an efficient transport network is vital to the future health and 
prosperity of our city. These things are fundamental to a credible Plan Melbourne. The Plan 
Melbourne process as well as Infrastructure Victoria cannot stand by and ignore the 
implications of the decisions that are currently being made about the next few decades of 
Melbourne’s infrastructure.  
 
A credible Plan Melbourne 2016 cannot duck these issues. 
 




