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This paper is a personal revisit of the Melbourne Airport Rail Link project –

its current status, rationale and options

Status Rationale Options
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There is all party and State/Federal Support for the airport rail link – The 

Sunshine option was selected...

Melbourne Airport Rail Link – Current Status

• State Govt developing a 
business case – selected the 
Sunshine route as the preferred 
route in a 2012 study

• Next step is the business case 
due 2019/2020

• Construction set to begin in 
2022
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...based on better connections to the Metro and regional Victorian connections

Melbourne Airport Rail Link –
Rationale for Sunshine Route

• Superior connections to 
more areas of Melbourne 
via the Metro Tunnel

• Superior connections to 
Regional Victoria via 
Sunshine Interchange

• Earlier delivery at a 
lower cost
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In practice many options abound; many alternative proposals and ideas
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State Govt has shown some of the rationale in its recent publications

• Melbourne expected to grow to 8-million by 2051

• Airport demand expected to increase from 35-million to 68-
million passengers by 2038

• Forecasted that 40% of growth to 2031 will be in regional 
cities of Geelong, Ballarat or Bendigo.
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Growing traffic, slower speeds and congestion are the norm as a result of car 

access

Source: Charting Transport
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And Airport Parking Capacity grows
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[a pet peeve; lack of ped grade separated terminal access]
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Car access dominates land side travel; 91% mode share bus 7% (1992)

Mode Share of Travel to Melbourne Airport - Airport Travellers

Car as Driver

31%

Car as Passenger

26%

Skybus

7%

Taxi

34%

Other

2%

Source: Ove Arup (92) ‘Proposed Rapid Transit Link: Melbourne CBD to Melbourne Airport - Demand Study’
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In a sample of 34 international airports (2000); over 68% had rail
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Airports with rail access have significantly lower car usage (& traffic congestion)
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There are 5 key factors for a successful transit link

Key Factors to Achieve High Mode Share for Transit Links - Research Literature

Key Success Factor Discussion of Issues 

 Relative Mode Price  Transit should be considerably cheaper than alternative modes – 
this includes relative taxi fares and airport car parking charges 

 Relative Travel Time  Transit should be considerably time competitive to travel 
compared to alternatives 

 Passenger Amenities  Good transit baggage handling and real time passenger 
information are cited as important elements of good airport transit 
modes 

 Relative Accessibility  Good transit modes should provide door to door access covering a 
full range of destinations or catchments 

 Frequency of Service  High frequency is important for a good transit link service – the 
service should also cover a wide range of time periods 

 

Key Sources Are:

Niblett, R., (1995) 'Keys to Success in Airport Rail Links', Railway Gazette International, December

Scott, F. and Black, J ., (1998) 'CBD-Airport Rail Access: Institutional Arrangements and Decision Making', paper presented to the 

22nd Australasian Transport Research Forum, Sydney, September

Buchanan and Partners.,(1995) 'Optimising rail/air intermodality in Europe', Study undertaken for the European Commission, 

November, 1995

Civil Aviation Authority cited in Transport Statistics for London, (1997)
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When I last measured this ; relative prices made transit unattractive at 

Melbourne airport compared to other airports

(1)  Year 2001; Melbourne parking cost based on 50% long term parking at $Aust 8/day and 50% short term parking at $Aust 25/ day

Source:  Authors analysis of prevailing transport prices and mode share data sourced from an internet and literature search
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Travel distance suggests a low share too

Source:  Authors 2001 analysis of prevailing transport prices and mode share data sourced from an internet and literature search
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The relative competitiveness of transit vs car is critical to transit share…

Source:  Authors 2001 analysis of prevailing transport prices and mode share data sourced from an internet and literature search
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…yet most rail link options explored are dog leg alignments; which will tend to be 

uncompetitive
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The other key issue is direct access – terminal and city

Key Factors to Achieve High Mode Share for 

Transit Links - Research Literature

Key Success 
Factor 

Discussion of Issues 

 Relative 
Accessibility 

 Good transit modes should 
provide door to door access 
covering a full range of 
destinations or catchments 

 
Here
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The direct link options provide a more competitive travel time to the city and will 

enhance transit mode share…
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…the direct link options also reduce rail operating resources, track and has 

operational benefits for existing lines – but expensive tunnelling may be needed

Airport 

Transit 

Mode 

Share (%)

Wider benefits of a Direct Route

• More direct route decreases rail 
running time and requires less 
trains to operate

• Direct alignment takes up less new 
track reducing costs

• Directly alignment SEPARATES track 
from existing busy lines (in most 
areas)

Problems of a Direct Route

• High cost tunnelling is likely 
required to create the alignment
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A major benefit of the Direct alignment is the potential to serve the Maribyrning

Defence site development - & High Point SC

High Point 
SC
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Recall Sydney Airport Rail link had the Green Square development – a 

major opportunity to leverage the airport connection for city growth 

Sydney Green Square 
Development

• One of Australias largest 
urban renewal sites

• 278 hectares; $13Bn 
construction; 30,500 new 
residential dwellings; 
61,000 people to live 
there by 2030
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Contact us via our website PTRG.INFO, LinkedIn or Twitter

Professor Graham Currie 
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Director, SEPT-GRIP, PTRG

www.ptrg.info


