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The name of the game, as
always, is speed. Speed and
accuracy.

In Western Australia’s remote
Pilbara region, the darling of the stock
exchange, Fortescue Metals Group
(FMG), set out to prove that it could
do what it said it would do. That is, to
construct a new iron ore mine 280 km
inland and a new loading facility at
Port Hedland, with a high-efficiency
railway link to connect them. The
long-touted objective was to make the
first iron ore shipment to China by
May 2008.  As we go to press in May,
that first shipment has sailed on
time.

In all of its facets, this $2.3 billion
project is breathtaking. The logistics
involve, from a standing start,
producing ore at an annual rate of 46
million tonnes by 2010. The financials
involve translating a huge start-up loss
into a profit of $2 billion, within the
same period. And the initial mine at
Cloud Break is only scratching the
surface of the mining tenements
controlled by FMG within a 300 km
radius.

As share market counsellors such as
Citigroup observed back in January,
everything hinged on the timely
completion of the rail link. Mining
had already commenced, and the port
was almost complete. The
implications for Andrew Forrest, main

shareholder of FMG and already
Australia’s richest man on paper, were
enormous. Ship the ore, and the flock
of Chinese investors that have been
hovering, will hover ever more keenly.
Disappoint everyone’s expectations,
and suddenly you’re no longer
Australia’s richest man on paper.

There are important strategic
issues. In due course, analysts predict
that today’s high iron ore prices will
come off the boil. When they do, the
cost of getting the ore to ship’s side
will become critical in defining the
competitiveness of FMG versus the
established Pilbara exporters,
principally BHP Billiton and Rio
Tinto. FMG has an advantage of 260
km of track versus about 400. The
railway design features a higher
minimum radius of bends allowing
longer trains to travel at 100 km/h
versus eighty, with larger rail trucks of
45 tonne axle loading versus 35t. It’s
an open secret that BHP has been
outstandingly unhelpful in whatever
way it could, as FMG’s plans have
progressed. It’s easy to see why they’d
be concerned at the emergence of a
strongly competitive supplier.

As we’ve reported earlier, WA
contractor BGC played a pivotal role
in the railway earthworks, and CR
Kennedy with Leica Geosystems’
equipment supported them strongly
on the GNSS front. The earthworks

were severely damaged with loss of life
when a cyclone came inland during
the 2007 cyclone season and wrecked
the schedule.

Laying the track by the deadline
therefore assumed critical importance.
As we’ve observed, this is a separate
speciality. The job was awarded to the
LOR-TPI Alliance, in which the
multinational Laing O’Rourke of the
UK played a prominent role.

Brian Rowland, the then
distributor for SBG of Sweden, had
introduced Laing O’Rourke to GPS
guidance of their track refurbishing
machine on a NSW project. It was
plain that SBG’s GeoRail system had
speeded up operations significantly.

Laing O’Rourke purchased a
second system for the Pilbara, where
they were really under the pump.
It was a critical ingredient to finishing
the Fortescue line on schedule.

In recent weeks Brian has sold back
to Hexagon the distribution rights for
SBG systems, and his company 3DX
Australia has exited the machine
control business. CR Kennedy are now
handling the products.

As the swansong of this small but
vigorous company, Brian’s
achievements in WA and NSW are
impressive. The productivity gains
have more than repaid the investment.

For more details of the Pilbara job,
turn to page 6.
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The East Coast Project

The timing constraints for the
refurbishment of the North Coast line
in NSW have been of a different
nature. This is ‘live track’, as the
railway blokes put it, and the
contractor has access to the site for
only a limited number of hours per
day. At other times, trains are running.
So it’s been an issue of how much
progress can be achieved within the
daily time slot allowed.

The objectives of the project,
however, are equally dramatic—indeed,
stretching credibility, one might say.
Intercapital freight between
Melbourne, Sydney, and Brisbane runs
in favour of road over rail, at present,
by a factor of 80 to 20. Reversing those
percentages to 20/80 is the long term
target, and this requires more trains
and faster trains—achievable only if the
track is substantially modernised. Talk
about aiming high! Not that it’d be at
the expense of the trucking industry,
because their own projections raise
serious doubts about whether that
industry and the road infrastructure
could cope with future demand,
anyway.

Work on the Sydney-Brisbane rail
line by the Transport Express Joint
Venture (TEJV) is an integral part of a
$400 million concrete railway sleeper
project undertaken by Australian Rail
Track Corporation (ARTC), aimed at
giving rail transport a competitive
edge. ARTC is a Commonwealth
Government quango that a few years
ago took over the trunk rail routes on
the east coast, from the three State
governments.

Nearly 200 kilometres of new
concrete sleepers have so far been laid,
from north of Newcastle to the NSW-
Queensland border. TEJV allies Laing

O’Rourke with another multinational
giant of the rail industry, UK-based
Balfour Beatty.

The three-year contract involves
the upgrade of the existing rail link
between Sydney and Brisbane to
improve capacity, transit times and
reliability of the line, plus capacity
enhancements in the Hunter Valley.

It’s not just a matter of replacing
sleepers. In the process, the track itself
is being realigned, and that will allow
faster speeds.

The project forms part of ARTC’s
Major Works Program–Package 1,
which aims to improve the interstate
rail network, concentrating on the
Australian eastern seaboard between
Maitland and Brisbane.  

The works covers 800km of the
railway network and include new
crossing loops, extensions, and
upgrades, together with track
improvements. The project also
includes  associated works such as
bridge strengthening and level
crossing upgrades along the route.

“This project means nearly 2.2
million new concrete railway sleepers
will have been laid on the Melbourne-
Sydney-Brisbane main railway line as
well as the Hunter Valley coal line,”
says David Marchant, CEO of ARTC.

He explains that settling on concrete
sleepers, as distinct from the previous
mixture of timber, steel, and concrete,
is a vital investment to rationalise
maintenance expenses. “Taken
altogether, this is probably the biggest
upgrade since the original track was
laid,” he says. “On the way through we
developed what we call the Pony
Express delivery system, which sees
the Pony Express machine lay eleven
sleepers every minute, and that’s the
world’s best installation record,
something we’re proud of,” he adds.

“In the past, on single track
sections, one train had to stand idle,
waiting for a train travelling in the
opposite direction to pass. This slowed
the trains, and added to transit times
between the major capitals. Once all
the ARTC upgrades are completed, we
will achieve transit times as low as 10
hours 40 minutes between Sydney
and Melbourne and 15 hours 35
minutes between Sydney and
Brisbane. This will make rail much
more competitive with road transport,
as each 1500 metre long train can take
the cargo of one hundred semi-
trailers.”

Details of the TEJV rail
refurbishment job are on page 7.

GPS rail track positioning, on two major projects
EEaarrtthhwwoorrkkss  ccoonnssttrruuccttiioonn  ffoorr  rraaiill  bbeeddss  iiss  oonnee  ppaarrtt  ooff  tthhee  jjoobb..    LLaayyiinngg  tthhee
sslleeeeppeerrss,,  bbaallllaasstt  aanndd  ttrraacckk  iiss  aann  eennttiirreellyy  sseeppaarraattee  ssppeecciiaalliissaattiioonn..
GGNNSSSS  gguuiiddaannccee  ffoorr  eeaarrtthhwwoorrkkss  iiss  ssoolliiddllyy  eessttaabblliisshheedd  ——  nnooww,,  iinn  aann  AAuussttrraalliiaann
ffiirrsstt,,  BBrriiaann  RRoowwllaanndd  wwoorrkkss  wwiitthh  LLaaiinngg  OO’’RRoouurrkkee  ttoo  bbrriinngg  mmaacchhiinnee  gguuiiddaannccee
bbeenneeffiittss  ttoo  ttwwoo  llaarrggee  bbuutt  eennttiirreellyy  ddiiffffeerreenntt  rraaiillwwaayy  jjoobbss;;  oonnee  iinn  WWeesstteerrnn
AAuussttrraalliiaa’’ss  PPiillbbaarraa,,  aanndd  tthhee  ootthheerr  oonn  tthhee  eexxiissttiinngg  MMeellbboouurrnnee//BBrriissbbaannee  lliinnee..

... see next page ☛

Brian Rowland on the Pony Express.



The track-laying machine used in the Pilbara is
the SUM-1000 manufactured by Plasser & Theurer
of Austria, originally used on the Alice Springs to
Darwin rail link in 2002. It came to Laing
OÕRourke when they acquired Barclay Mowlem
several years ago.
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