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AN ORANGE SUNRISE REFLECTS off metal tracks at 
Mildura railway station. Nearby, rowers negotiate a sweeping 
bend of the Murray River bathed in golden light. Pigeons 
circle above date palms on the lawns of the station, and in town 
waiters lay out alfresco tables along the cafe strip of Langtree 
Avenue. Home to 30,000 people, the town forms the heart of the 
northern Victorian food bowl region of Sunraysia.

Standing on a pile of grey ballast and squinting against 
the bright morning light, local lawyer John Irwin is quoting 
American novelist Mark Twain. “Think of the paralysis of 
intellect that gave that idea birth,” John says, a wry smile on 
his face. Twain reportedly uttered the sentence on an 1895 rail 
journey between Sydney and Melbourne when he was told to 
change trains at Albury, NSW, because of the states’ different rail 
gauges. It’s no surprise the quote resonates with the Sunraysia 
businessman who has spent 15 years lobbying State and Federal 
governments for a standard-gauge rail link between Melbourne 
and the Perth-Sydney transcontinental railway. John says the 
project would have local, regional and national benefits. 

Established in 1887 as Victoria’s first inland irrigation 
settlement, the Sunraysia region produces 95 percent of 
Australia’s dried vine fruit, 24% of the country’s citrus, 74% of 
the national table grape output and 65% of the country’s almonds. 
Recent water uncertainty and the high Australian dollar have had 
a deflating impact on local farmers and the regional community. 
But John says that by establishing Mildura as a regional freight 
hub, the transcontinental rail link would boost local industries 
and have a flow-on effect to the whole community. Having spent 
most of his life in Mildura, serving long stints on local sporting 
and community boards, raising three children with wife Liz and 
building a successful legal practice, John says the inspiration 
behind his untiring efforts to see the project come to fruition 
is the desire to give something back. “This town has been good 
to me and I would love to leave something,” John says. Walking 
along the metal tracks at the town’s deserted rail yards, John 
says the project has potential to create other long-term benefits, 
including the establishment of a passenger service to Broken 
Hill, NSW, and Mildura. Such a service would benefit the whole 
community and provide additional tourism potential. 

Estimated to cost between $550 million and $700 million, 
the project involves standardising the Geelong-Mildura 
line and building a new link between Mildura and the 
transcontinental line at Menindee, NSW, a passage known as 
the Barkindji Corridor after the local Indigenous people. At 
present, freight trains from Perth and Darwin are dismantled 
in Adelaide before moving east through the Adelaide Hills to 
Melbourne. “At the moment you have two-kilometre double-
stacked trains being broken down into seven single-stack trains 
before they can continue their journey into Victoria,” John says. 
A 2008 pre-feasibility study by engineering firm GHD found 
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MILDURA AND MENINDEE INCREASINGLY LOOKS LIKE BECOMING A REALITY.
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the transcontinental rail link project would improve freight 
efficiency, provide national defence benefits, and stimulate 
economic development. Five years on, the transcontinental rail 
link is listed as a priority project by the Victorian Government 
and as an early-stage project on Infrastructure Australia’s 
National Priority List. A review commissioned by the Victorian 
Government early this year will investigate the future freight 
demand and infrastructure requirements in the Murray 
Basin, a region that spreads from Mildura to Broken Hill 
and takes in Victoria, New South Wales and South Australia. 
The government says the Mildura to Menindee link is one 
infrastructure option it will consider in the review. The next 
step for the project would be a full feasibility study.

Mildura local Chris Ellis says the project’s potential benefits 
are wide ranging. As chairman of the Mildura Development 
Corporation and general manager of Fruit Supply at Sunbeam 
Foods, Chris says many of the region’s horticultural industries 
could benefit from better rail infrastructure, including direct links 
east and west. On average, three freight trains per week frequent 
Mildura with the existing broad-gauge line meaning Melbourne 
is the only possible destination. With the new line, direct freight 
options would include Adelaide, Perth, Darwin and Sydney. 

Although dried fruit production has declined over the past 
decade, Chris says other industries are once again booming. The 
table grape industry plans to export 1000 refrigerated containers 

to China. “We’ve got land and plenty of water again, and those 
industries are here and well established; what we want to see is 
them connected to their markets much more efficiently,” he says.

Thirty kilometres south of Mildura at Carwarp, the newly 
minted $60 million processing plant of Singapore-based 
company Olam International rises above the surrounding wheat 
paddocks like a mirage. General manager of the company’s  
almond orchards Robert Gulack has called Sunraysia home 
since migrating from the US in 2009. “I’m from central 
California, which is one of the richest agricultural areas in the 
world,” Robert says. “What you have there are products and 
goods going out to Los Angeles and San Francisco, and rail is a 
major part of the way business is conducted.” 

Standing on a platform overlooking technicians working to 
commission the plant’s new production line, Robert explains that 
Olam annually trucks in about 20,000 tonnes of fertiliser for its 
12,000 hectares of mature almond trees. It will eventually truck 
out up to 36,000 tonnes of harvested product to be exported 
to India, the Middle East and Europe. Located 1000km from 
Sydney, 600km from Melbourne and 400km from Adelaide, 
Robert says logistics can be a nightmare. “But when you talk 
about putting a link in between Mildura and Menindee to tie 
into the transcontinental railway, and you’re going to deal with 
the rail-gauge issue between Mildura and Melbourne, well, 
suddenly people will begin to think differently,” he says.  

LEFT: Robert Gulack, general manager of Olam almond orchards, at his company’s new $60 million processing plant in Carwarp, Vic.
RIGHT: Grapes are spread out on drying racks near Mildura, Vic.
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With operations in the rugged country between Mildura 
and Broken Hill, Cristal Mining Australia is a major local 
employer. Resource development manager Ray Roberts says 
the company’s two mineral sands mines directly employ 
205 people and another 360 contractors – 90% of whom 
are considered local – and produce 450,000 tonnes of heavy 
mineral concentrate each year, worth between $150 million and 
$250 million. Presently, heavy mineral concentrate is trucked 
to Broken Hill, with 14 road trains making the 440km return 
journey each day. Ray says a rail link between Mildura and 
Menindee could be the make or break of potential mines in 
the area. “Being able to transport heavy mineral concentrate by 
rail rather than road could well make the difference between 
making those new deposits viable or not.” He says two potential 
mines on the company’s drawing board would involve an $80 
million investment in the region and employ up to 140 people.

Back in Mildura, John Irwin is drinking coffee at a cafe 
just off the town’s main drag, Deakin Avenue. It’s lunchtime 
on a sunny autumn day and the streets are buzzing. People 
stop to chat on the footpaths and the cafes are full. With the 
Victorian Government’s review due to be completed later this 
year, John is confident the findings will reflect what he has 
known all along. “When this rail link is opened, 93% of all 
Australians could be accessed from here within 24 hours,” John 
says, putting his coffee down. “Nowhere else in Australia could 
you do the same thing.” 

Mildura businessman John Irwin is confident a new rail link 
between his home town and Menindee, NSW, will become reality.
BELOW: A road train takes Sunraysia produce to market. Most of 
the district’s fresh produce is transported by road to markets in 
capital cities.   




