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RDA NORTHERN INLAND 

Request for Feasibility Study Funding  

Proposed Northern Inland Rail Link – Moree to Clarence River port 

Background:  
Coal mining commenced on a small scale in the Gunnedah basin more than 120 years ago, with mining 

concentrated in the area to the north and south of Gunnedah.  In the past, coal mining in Gunnedah and 

surrounds has been the last area in the NSW to ramp up during booms and the first to contract during 

downturns within the industry.  This has been largely due to the comparatively remote location of the 

coalfield and higher transport costs incurred by coal producers in the Gunnedah Basin than coal producers 

in other locations.  With the forecast growth in coal production for the Gunnedah Basin as well as the 

growing demand from international markets for Australian minerals, the transport issue in and around the 

Gunnedah basin must be addressed. 

In 2004/05, a strategic study into the coal industry of NSW saw the NSW Department of Primary Industries 

identify the need to develop new mines in NSW with the Gunnedah Basin showing huge potential for 

growth.  The Gunnedah Basin has been identified as the ‘New Coal Frontier’.  Coal reserves in the basin are 

estimated to be approximately 1290 million tonnes (MT) which represents 12% of NSW’s total coal 

reserves. 

However, the capacity of the North-West Railway is a constraint to the effective expansion of the coal 

industry in the Gunnedah Basin.  This obstacle to expansion brings the long debated proposed rail link 

between Moree and Iluka back to the fore.  High grade bauxite deposits to the North West and north east 

of Inverell and in the Guyra district will become viable if the Yamba port and railway from Moree is 

constructed.  The bauxite found in the Inverell and Guyra districts is of a much higher grade than the 

bauxite found in Weipa and is much deeper layers which improve the economy of mining and restoration.  

This high bauxite requires transportation to the Gladstone Alumina Refinery for blending with the Weipa 

bauxite.  High grade anthracite is located in the Ashford district, located in close proximity to the proposed 

railway route.  The viability of this coal field will be enormously improved with a rail link to the north coast. 

A proposed rail link between the Northern Inland and a deep sea port at the mouth of the Clarence River is 

not a new concept.  It has been mooted since the early 20th Century and has been the subject of several 

studies up until the 1980s.  Most of these previous bodies of work found that based purely on agricultural 

commodity exports, that the proposal is simply not viable. 

However, with the aforementioned expansion of the coal industry in the Gunnedah Basin, increased 

agricultural production over the past 30 years, forecast freight volume increases and bottlenecks at 

existing port facilities it is timely and prudent that this proposal be re-examined. 

The resurgence of the coal industry in the Gunnedah Basin has led to an increase in traffic on both the 

state’s rail system and the Port of Newcastle.  While provisions are being made to increase the capacity of 

the Port of Newcastle by constructing a third coal loader, an option to service the North West coal corridor 
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needs to be undertaken.  With coal production in the Gunnedah Basin set to rise from 6 Million tonnes per 

annum (Mtpa) to 59Mtpa by 2024 (2008-2024 Interstate and Hunter Valley Rail Infrastructure Strategy), 

and a multitude of new projects in the offing for the Gunnedah Basin, coal producers need to consider 

long-term capacity constraints. 

Although a Northern Inland to Clarence River port rail line may not be required within the short to medium 

term, planning should be undertaken now.  It is for this reason that a long term approach must be taken 

and that a feasibility study should be undertaken as soon as is practicable. 

An indicative capital cost for the proposed Moree to Clarence River port rail line and port handling facilities 

is in the vicinity of $6 billion with an indicative cost of approximately $1 million for a comprehensive 

feasibility study for the project. 

Problem: 
 
The large amount of coal that is being mined for export needs to travel substantial distances to get to 
either the Port of Newcastle or Port Kembla and the current situation is leading to massive bottlenecks 
both at ports and in towns that the vast coal trains travel through.  There are currently 15,000 coal trains 
on the tracks per year (AustCoal Consulting Alliance) with each train pulling up to 80 carriages.  These 
trains all currently head south although the majority of the coal comes from mines that are located north 
of Newcastle.  With forecasts predicting coal production in NSW to reach 200Mtpa by 2015, a new solution 
must be reached to reduce the current bottleneck situation at the Port of Newcastle and Port Kembla and 
the traffic on rail lines south of the Gunnedah Basin. 
 
This congestion will only continue to grow with new mining exploration licences being granted in both the 
Gunnedah and Hunter coal basins frequently.  The massive amount of coal on our rail system and at our 
ports is also affecting the transport of other exports from the region such as cotton (the majority of which 
is exported) and grain.  These commodities are an important contributor to the wealth of the region, the 
state and the nation yet they are currently being placed behind coal in many instances.  A rail line from the 
North West of the state to a new deep water port with coal loading facilities would cut freight transport 
times from the Gunnedah basin and relieve the current bottleneck situation at the coal loading facilities at 
the Port of Newcastle and Port Kembla.  Concurrently, it would also reduce freight times and costs for 
cotton and grain producers. 
 
While there is currently planning and construction underway to increase the coal capacity at both the Port 
of Newcastle (to handle 200Mtpa) and Port Kembla, new mining ventures are starting with great frequency 
and it can be expected that current 2015 forecast could be surpassed if mines that are currently at the 
development application stage get the green light.  A new port on the North Coast would allow Newcastle 
and Port Kembla to work at their capacities effectively and efficiently without getting overwhelmed by the 
tonnage of coal coming south from the Gunnedah Basin.   
 
An operating railway from Gunnedah north to Moree (via Narrabri) already exists on relatively flat country 
and some upgrading of this line will be required to handle extra traffic.  The railway line from Moree east 
to Inverell has not been in use for over 30 years and as such, while most of the existing alignment will be 
able to be used, most structures will require replacement.  Some improvement of the existing railway 
alignment may be necessary to achieve a maximum gradient of 1 in 100 (1%) and a minimum horizontal 
radius of 300 metres.  Modifications would also be required between Warialda Rail and Kooloona with 
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some adjustment to the alignment between Delungra and Mt Russel and from Rob Roy being necessary.  
From Rob Roy east to Yamba requires completely new construction. 
 
Two kilometres of the proposed route passes through the Chaelundi National Park at Darmorton but as 
this section of the National Park is the only section north of the Boyd River and has been cleared for 
agricultural use since the 1840s, it is of little conservation significance.  Elsewhere, besides passing through 
the Mann River Reserve, the proposed route avoids any heritage areas. 
 
Yamba Port is already an internationally recognised maritime port and exists on Goodwood Island which is 
located on the north side of the main Clarence River channel.  Goodwood Island is seven kilometres long 
and up to one kilometre wide with the majority of the island currently used to farm sugar cane.  The 
existing port has good road access from the Iluka road with the bar at Yamba currently having a draft of six 
metres.  As the Yamba Bar is of Aboriginal Heritage significance, dredging to the required depth necessary 
(a minimum of 12 metres for Panamax vessels and possibly as deep as 16 metres for Cape vessels) for coal 
ships may pose a problem. 
 
Due to the lead time required to construct the railway and develop the port facilities, there will be 
adequate time for mining companies to develop the coal and bauxite fields north of Gunnedah so they are 
ready for full scale production.  This should make the port and railway viable as soon as it can be 
constructed. 
 
The NSW Minerals Councils has described the Gunnedah Basin as the state’s most rapidly expanding 
coalfield and currently there is a pinch point in one section of the export coal chain that inhibits the entire 
chain’s overall capacity and if it remains, capacity won’t grow and market demands will not be met.  The 
urgent construction of the Moree to Yamba Port railway and the redevelopment of the Yamba Port will not 
only ease the strain on the Newcastle and Port Kembla facilities but also the strain on the existing 
overloaded rail system. 
 

Conclusion: 

 Coal production is only set to increase in coming years and current freight infrastructure is or will 

soon be at capacity. 

 Coal trains with up to 80 carriages are effectively cutting some towns in half for long periods of 

time as they pass through level crossings. 

 There are currently 15,000 coal trains travelling to either the Port of Newcastle or Port Kembla each 

year and that number is set to increase. 

 The Gunnedah Basin is NSW’s most rapidly expanding coalfield and the coal produced in the region 

currently must travel south on congested rail lines to congested ports 

Solutions 

1. To conduct a feasibility study on the construction and maintenance of a rail line from Moree to the 

mouth of the Clarence River and the construction and maintenance of a deep water port suitable 

for coal loading. An indicative cost of up to $1 million would be required to undertake a feasibility 

study. 
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2. To liaise with the coal industry to determine if a West-East rail line and a North Coast port would be 

a cost-effective solution to their coal transport needs. 

What is RDA Northern Inland going to do? 

 Work with the mining industry to get a feasibility study with 2011 prices and engineering standards 

completed. 

 Liaise with mining companies and mining communities to gain their input into the proposed rail line 

and port.  

Contact: Executive Officer 02 6771 2790 

 

 

 


