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MEDIA RELEASE


Tuesday 29 April 2003

Full costs should be known before any further funding of rail

A moratorium should be put on all current funding for Tranz Rail from Transfund until the Government has finalised and released a coherent and financially sound rail policy, Road Transport Forum Chief Executive Officer Tony Friedlander says.

“It is good to see the Acting Prime Minister Dr Cullen has ruled out a rescue package for Tranz Rail, but that still leaves the question of what it may cost Transfund to prop up individual parts of the rail network itself.  A considerable amount could be wasted, so it would be prudent to halt all payments until the Government has a clear and complete picture of what should be done.”

Transfund is required by Government to budget up to $29 million a year in subsidies for Tranz Rail through its Alternatives to Roads policy.  “This, money taken from road users, should not be placed at risk while Government decides what, if anything, it will do.  Further payments to Tranz Rail should be halted until the Government has a much clearer idea of which parts of the network have a viable future and which don’t.

“Road users are being forced to cope with a shortage of roading funds which may mean some areas won’t have any new or improved roads for a decade or more.  There is a risk that blindly subsidising parts of the rail network could mean even more money, desperately needed for better roads, could be wasted trying to prop up some services which have no chance of survival.”

Mr Friedlander says that recent Australian and British experience with their rail networks heightened the need for a full accounting before any commitment to rail is made.  “The Australians have just discovered their Sydney commuter network needs $1.5 billion worth of emergency funding to fix what has been called a catastrophic backlog in essential track maintenance.  The Government needs to know how big a problem is lurking under the surface here.”

The Forum has always accepted that rail has a role, especially with the substantial freight volumes forecast for the next decade.  “But rail’s role has to be based on sound commercial principles if it is to be sustainable.

”Before any road user funds or public money is committed, common-sense says the Government should have suitably qualified people analyse all of Tranz Rail’s business and establish which parts have a viable future.  Unless this is done, the potential exists for Transfund to waste very large sums of road users’ money on hopeless causes.”
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