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ACT on board to connect east coast 
 
Push for very fast train 
 
By Megan Doherty 
City Reporter 
 
ACT Chief Minister Jon Stanhope says a very fast train linking Canberra to other 
major cities on the eastern seaboard is not a pipe dream but inevitable. 
 
The ACT Government and Canberra Business Council are trying to reignite a 
national debate about a very fast train with a link, at least, between Sydney and 
Melbourne via Canberra, but also long-term Sydney to Brisbane via Newcastle 
and the Gold Coast. 
 
There is also a private-sector consortium including some unnamed Canberra 
business interest in the “very early days” of considering supporting the project. 
 
The Canberra Airport draft masterplan puts a very fast train terminal at the airport 
but managing director Stephen Byron said yesterday that it wasn’t part of the 
consortium. 
 
Other interests such as the North Canberra Community Council have suggested 
the airport should be kept out of the equation and a very fast train taken into the 
heart of the city. 
 
Mr Stanhope said the only possible routes he could see for the very fast train 
were down the Majura Valley, which he supported, or down the Federal Highway 
into Northbourne Avenue, which he did not see as feasible. 
 
Neither the Government nor the business council is convinced the very fast train 
is dead in the water, despite a failed attempt for one in 2000 under the then 
Howard government and the Rudd Government’s Infrastructure Australia not 
making it a priority project. 
 
Mr Stanhope is planning to meet later this month with members of the Canberra 
Business Council to try to “re-energise the conversation, the national debate, 
about the very fast train”. It’s understood he has already written to the NSW, 
Victorian, Queensland and South Australian premiers seeking their support. 
 
With very fast trains able to travel at 300km/hr or faster, the hope is for a 60-
minute trip between Sydney and Canberra. “I have no doubt there will be a very 



fast train of some technology between Sydney and Melbourne. I don’t know when 
that date will be but I believe it’s inevitable,” Mr Stanhope said. “I have no doubt 
that people in France and Belgium one day scoffed at the notion that you could 
actually travel from Paris to Belgium in an hour, but you can. I don’t think we 
should go all wobbly at the knees and wring our hands and pretend that 
something this is really good for the nation and really fantastic for Canberra 
shouldn’t be striven for.” 
 
Canberra Business Council chief executive officer Chris Faulks said the council 
was continuing to lobby the Federal Government for a very fast train but believed 
nothing would happen unless at least the NSW, Victorian or Queensland 
government also supported the project. 
 
“The Federal Government has not really shown much interest in it and we know 
it’s not going to get off the ground unless the NSW Government starts to take an 
interest as well, and at the moment they’re pretty focused on Sydney and 
conventional rail. So we will be talking to the Opposition in NSW in case there is 
a change of government.” 
 
Ms Faulks said the ideal first stage of the very fast train should be between 
Sydney and Canberra. 
 
“It’s exactly the right length. It needs to be little bit over 300km to make it 
worthwhile. A lot of the work had already been done so it would be simply a 
matter of looking at all of that again,” she said. 
 
Infrastructure Australia last year put the construction cost of a very fast train 
between Sydney and Melbourne at between $32 billion and $59 billion. 
 
Mr Faulks said the council had written to Infrastructure Australia asking not for 
the full funding of the project but for $15 million to $20 million to do another 
scoping study which revisited the failed 2000 bid for a Canberra-Sydney link, but 
in the context of climate change, energy efficiency and carbon emission savings. 
 
She said the 2000 bid failed because the Howard government and the Speedrail 
consortium could not agree on how much each party should contribute to the 
project. 
 
Any future study should examine more closely financing models used overseas 
and what the carve up would be between the public and private sectors. 
 
“I know there is a private-sector consortium looking at this but it’s unlikely to go 
anywhere unless the Federal Government gives some indication it will support a 
further study on it,” she said. 
 



Ms Faulks declined to reveal the consortium but said there were “Canberra 
companies involved”. 
 
She had no doubt a very fast train would be “a hugely expensive and large 
project” but believed it was the way of the future. 
 
The debate in Canberra about the very fast train has resurfaced after the draft 
environmental impact statement for the proposed Majura Parkway revealed the 
alignment of the parkway was at least partly dictated by the proposed route for a 
very fast train, which was still only a concept. Angry residents who attended a 
public meeting last week about the parkway suggested the very fast train was a 
whimsical, mythical project that should not be dictating the line of the road. 
 
Pialligo residents, in particular, were enraged the draft impact statement still 
showed the very fast train route going right through the scenic suburb. But a 
spokesman for Planning Minister Andrew Barr said after the meeting that Mr Barr 
“does not support any plan to have a VFT pass through Pialligo or have a VFT 
station in Pialligo”. 
 
Stephen Byron, meanwhile, said any fast train terminal at the airport would not 
go through Pialligo but stay on the airport side of the road. 
 
ACT Greens territory and municipal services spokewoman Caroline Le Couteur 
said its submission on the draft Majura Parkway statement maintained that the 
Government hadn’t explained well enough why the very fast train was influencing 
the parkway alignment. The Greens believed a very fast train was a good project 
in principle, “but what sort of probability does it have of actually occurring,” she 
said. 
 
Acting Opposition Leader Brendan Smyth said the former ACT Liberal 
government supported a very fast train link with the airport but he wanted to see 
the details of any new proposed model. 
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