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1.  EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

1.1. Introduction 

The National Transport Commission (NTC) and the Australasian Railway Association (ARA) 

commissioned Oxford Economics Australia to update and extend quantitative rail workforce capability 

modelling last completed in 2018 and published in the ARA’s report ARA Skills Capability Study.  

Since the previous report, there have been several major changes impacting the economy, the labour 

market and the rail sector, most notably the COVID-19 pandemic. While the value of construction work 

in rail has not been notably impacted, the pandemic adversely impacted the supply of labour across a 

number of industries, which when combined with capacity constraints, has contributed to strong cost 

escalation across many parts of the global economy, including in construction projects. The availability 

of labour is also one of the biggest challenges for civil contractors and the supply chain. 

The COVID-19 pandemic saw a strong commitment from Governments to continue to invest in major 

construction projects to help stimulate the economy. However, large increases in public debt during the 

pandemic, sharply higher interest rates, and major cost escalation on existing and planned projects has 

introduced significant uncertainty to the infrastructure pipeline, including rail projects. Alongside our 

updated demand profile and a new Census release (which was also impacted by the lockdowns in 

August 2021), this report captures the latest trends to best understand the impact of changes in the 

market on the rail workforce. 

This analysis is based on the current pipeline of rail projects over the forecasting period and utilises the 

2021 and 2018 Census data for Australia and New Zealand respectively. Fundamentally, this report 

seeks to explain how skills demand will form for the rail industry over the coming decade, what will be 

the key threats to workforce capability, and what industry and governments can do to respond to meet 

the challenges of delivering on the significant rail infrastructure investment. 

The rail industry faces a convergence of challenges and threats to workforce capability across the 

coming decade to FY32 and beyond. Across Australia and New Zealand, sharply rising levels of 

demand for rail operations as well as infrastructure investment is occurring alongside rapid changes in 

technology, funding and the role and function of representative rail agencies across government, 

education and industry. 

The key aim of the rail workforce capability study is to envisage the skills and capabilities that the 

railways industry will need over the next 10 years (to FY32) to deliver service objectives (particularly 

construction, operations and maintenance), match these against the current and projected future 

workforce, identify potential or emerging workforce capability gaps and provide recommendations to rail 

agencies and related stakeholders (government, education sector, industry) to meeting these gaps. 

This report highlights where and when workforce gaps (where workforce demand exceeds existing 

supply) are likely to be observed over the coming decade for each Australian state and territory and New 

Zealand. These gaps can create distinct challenges and pressures for the industry that may (at least 

partially) be resolved through the hiring of new graduates through licensing and registration—recognising 

that graduates cannot replicate the skills and productivity of an experienced retiring worker, particularly 

those licensed and registered, with decades of experience—productivity improvements, or through 

shifting employment from low to high demand regions.  

  

https://ara.net.au/wp-content/uploads/ARA-Skills-Capability-Study.pdf
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1.2. Key Findings  

The estimated current total workforce in Australia and New Zealand across the rail workforce is 

around 95,950 employees as at FY22. Across Australia, this represents a 36.6% increase in total 

employment since the last release of this report in 2018. New South Wales, Victoria and Queensland 

represent nearly 90% of the total workforce in Australia.  

The total workforce gap across Australia and New Zealand is expected to initially peak in FY26 

at over 15,670 employees. This represents an increase of 16.6% in the workforce supply in the same 

year. From FY27, the workforce cap is anticipated to fall as the current wave of major projects begins to 

move to completion. By FY32, the workforce gap is expected to increase reaching around 16,590 

people across Australia and New Zealand.  

Demand for rail construction labour is anticipated to rise significantly in the coming years in line 

with the boom in major construction projects. This should increase workforce gaps.  

New Zealand and Australia (at the national level) are forecast to experience a shortage in the 

workforce in each year over the forecast horizon. However, from FY27, this workforce gap is 

expected to cool as the pipeline of major projects begins to move towards completion, drawing down 

demand. New Zealand, New South Wales, Queensland, and South Australia are anticipated to 

experience workforce shortages across the entire forecast period. 

1.3. Changes since the 2018 Report 

For Australia, at the national level, the construction work done forecasts (in constant prices—which 

measures the volume of work taking place) that were produced in the previous 2018 Skills Capability 

Study were generally in line with actual activity over the last five years. The cumulative volume of 

construction work done forecast in the 2018 report over the five-year period to FY22 was only 5% below 

actual activity. In the previous set of forecasts, we had expected rail construction to peak in FY24, and 

then decline over the final 3-year period. In our latest forecasts, we now expect activity to continue to 

rise, peaking in FY26, before seeing a decline in activity as major projects reach completion.  

For New Zealand, we had previously expected a stronger level of activity over the five years to FY22 

based on major projects in the pipeline. The actual volume of activity over the five years to FY22 was 

15% below what we had forecast in the 2018 report. Still, we expect to see a relatively strong level of 

activity in New Zealand over the next five years. 

Since the previous report was published in 2018, there have been several major changes impacting the 

economy and the rail sector, most notably the COVID-19 pandemic. From a rail construction activity 

perspective, it is difficult to see the impact of the pandemic on annual construction work done. However, 

the pandemic has adversely impacted the supply of labour across a number of industries around the 

world, which when combined with capacity constraints, has contributed to strong cost escalation across 

many parts of the global economy, including in construction projects. Our understanding is that the 

availability of skilled and unskilled labour is one of the biggest challenges for civil contractors and the 

supply chain. The COVID-19 pandemic saw a strong commitment from Governments to continue to 

invest in major construction projects to help stimulate the economy. However, the large increase in debt 

levels during the pandemic and major cost escalation on existing and planned projects is now leading to 

the possible cancelation of several major infrastructure projects.  

Alongside our updated demand profile and a new Census release (which was also impacted by the 

lockdowns in August 2021), this report is being updated to capture the latest trends and to understand 

the impact of changes in the market on the workforce. We note that the methodology used to quantify 
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the rail workforce in this latest publication has been refined compared to the previous publication in 

2018. Australia’s rail workforce is estimated at 63,200 in 2018, with growth of 34% between 2018 and 

2022. We had previously expected the overall rail workforce to grow by around 50% between 2018 and 

2022. 
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2. CURRENT STATE OF PLAY 

2.1. New Zealand 

Economic Outlook 

The New Zealand economy began to contract toward the back half of FY22, driven by weakness in 

government investment and consumer spending. This weakness was inevitable after significant rate 

hikes by the Reserve Bank of New Zealand and falling house prices in the preceding 12 months. 

Consumption activity is anticipated to slow further into the short term, driven by continued rate hikes 

and house price falls being exacerbated by disruptions to activity from Cyclone Gabrielle in March 2023. 

The outlook into the first half of FY24 has worsened due to tighter monetary policy driven by inflation, 

natural disasters delaying construction activity, and the recession hitting earlier and harder than 

anticipated. The country’s labour market remains remarkably tight, with the unemployment rate sitting at 

3.4%, encouraging the decision to hike interest further in April. Labour demand however appears to be 

plateauing, and supply is returning through a faster-than-expected pick-up in net inward migration. 

Consumer consumption is expected to be hampered by stretched household budgets stemming from 

higher interest rates and the impacts of Cyclone Gabrielle on business closures and tourism services. 

The house price downturn stemming from higher interest rates is set to weigh on housing turnover and 

the spending usually associated with this in addition to damaging consumer confidence. Business 

investment is also expected to take a hit this year, driven by higher rates and recessionary pressures.  

Figure 2.1: New Zealand Unemployment Rate, 2014-2027 (%) 

  

 

New Zealand’s labour market has been remarkably resilient to the significant monetary tightening that 

has occurred throughout FY22-23 with the 4.1% unemployment rate remaining below pre-COVID-19 

levels. While the labour market remains tight, wage growth is anticipated to be strong over the coming 

months, driving inflationary pressure. Unemployment is expected to continue to rise over the forecasting 
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period, before plateauing at around 4.5% from FY24 onwards as population growth slows. Business 

closures stemming from the recent cyclone and the pending recession is set to put upward pressure on 

the unemployment rate in the near term.  

Easing construction investment and rising build costs is set to pull back construction activity, easing 

current labour constraints. Whilst activity is set to bounce back from FY25, the tighter conditions should 

provide some relief to the rail workforce as demand for the broader construction workforce cools. 

However, further reconstruction work from natural disasters remains a risk to labour capacity. 

Construction bottlenecks appear to be easing, allowing the sector to work through the backlog of work 

to be done.  

Construction Outlook 

New Zealand construction activity performed strongly despite the impact of COVID-19, with total activity 

averaging NZ$41.7 billion over FY21-22. The industry has enjoyed a strong period of growth with only a 

brief dip in levels in FY20 (-3.5%). Much of this momentum has been driven by the residential market, 

where rising interest rates and construction costs are anticipated to put downward pressure on activity. 

However, the decline in activity is not expected to fare as bad as previously anticipated, with the 

unemployment rate to remain at lower levels for longer. Construction costs have been slowing with 

material and labour cost inflation estimated to ease further, albeit still elevated. In the longer term, 

activity is forecast to be supported by greater levels of migration with the pace of arrivals continuing to 

outstrip departures. A larger-than-expected number of approved projects entering the pipeline, as well 

as construction works related to Cyclone Gabrielle, should be supportive of activity. 

Residential building activity has seen almost a decade of strong growth. Activity declined slightly over 

FY23, albeit remaining at elevated levels on the back of a significant backlog of work delayed during the 

pandemic and reconstruction costs from the recent cyclone. A significant slowdown is expected into the 

first half of FY24 due to rising interest rates and heightened construction costs, with activity dropping 

26.7% to $15.6 billion. However, with the unemployment rate expected to remain lower for longer, this 

decline is less severe than earlier anticipated. Activity is set to remain subdued in FY25 before rising 

14.3% in FY26.  

Non-residential building activity grew consistently in the early stages of the 2010s, however, activity has 

slowed in recent years. The rebound seen in FY23 was driven by a backlog of factory and health 

projects, and the re-opening of international borders which is likely to see the return of commercial 

building demand. However, these growth prospects are set to be short-lived as monetary policy tightens 

and projects are deferred.  

Civil engineering construction was resilient to the effects of COVID-19, rising 2.5% from FY17 to FY22, 

this trend continued over FY23, rising 1.9%. However, despite a significant pipeline, progress remains 

slow, pulled down by supply chain constraints and increasing construction costs. Work done is 

expected to catch up over FY24, driving activity up to 8.2%, before stagnating over the subsequent 

three years. The slowdown in construction activity over the near term is set to provide relief to the 

capability of the rail workforce as additional pools of labour supply begin to ‘free up’. Whilst the labour 

market, more specifically the construction workforce, is set to remain tight over the first half of FY24, 

conditions should improve for the later half of the year as demand cools.   
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Figure 2.2: New Zealand Construction Activity, 2014-2027 (NZ$, Millions, 2021/22 Prices) 

 

Rail Outlook 

New Zealand rail construction has been steadily increasing over the last decade, rising 94.2% from 

$870 million in FY14 to $1.8 billion in FY21. This upward trajectory has been driven by significant 

government investment into New Zealand’s metro rail network. Major projects include the City Rail Link, 

the electrification of the Auckland rail network, the duplication of the Western line from Newmarket to 

Swanson, the re-opening of the Onehunga line, the construction of a new Manukau rail link, and 

upgrades to the Wellington metro rail network. Sitting at a sizable $4.4 billion investment and running 

from FY17-25, the City Rail Link is the biggest driver of activity over the historical period. This project is 

jointly funded by the New Zealand government and Auckland council and consists of a new 

underground rail line linking Britomart and the city centre with the existing western line near Mt Eden. 

Since FY18, rail activity has increased significantly. Activity dipped slightly to $1.7 billion in FY22 (-

4.5%), albeit remained elevated. 

This momentum is expected to return over the coming years as the City Rail Link construction 

continues, with activity peaking at $2.0 billion in FY25. Construction activity is expected to remain at 

strong levels until FY27, and then decline gradually, reaching $1.3 billion by FY32. This slowdown 

reflects the completion of the City Rail Link, and the diminishing pipeline of work into the back half of the 

decade.  

Rail plays an important role in Auckland’s transport system, particularly in providing for passenger travel 

to and from the CBD. Auckland’s rail patronage has increased rapidly from 6.8 million trips per year in 

FY08 to 20 million trips a year in FY18. In Wellington, rail patronage has increased from 11.5 million a 

year in FY08 to 13.5 million a year in FY18. Although patronage has dipped considerably over the 

pandemic years, momentum is anticipated to return, putting upward pressure on rail construction and 

maintenance requirements.  

Rail maintenance activity in New Zealand has been volatile over the historical period, averaging $500 

million from FY14-23. Maintenance work is expected to increase in the coming years, reaching $560 
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million in FY27. This increase is underpinned by the expanding rail network and the ageing of existing 

assets, increasing future maintenance requirements. Natural disasters create upside risks to the 

forecasts, as seen in recent years.  

Additional investment is anticipated through the 10-year Auckland Transport Alignment Project (ATAP) 

running from 2021-31 which includes $1.4 billion of rail network upgrades (in addition to City Rail Link) 

over the next decade and $1.8 billion seed funding for the two proposed light rail corridors. This is 

anticipated to put a floor on both construction and maintenance activity in the country. 

Figure 2.3: New Zealand Rail Activity, 2014-2032 ($ Millions, 2020/21 Prices) 

 

2.2. Australia 

Economic Outlook 

The Australian economy is slowing but has remained resilient to rising interest rates and elevated 

inflation. The labour market remains tight with unemployment remaining persistently low. Lower 

unemployment over FY23 and into FY24 along with robust revenue growth due to commodity price 

rises is adding to inflationary pressures across the economy, contributing to a Federal Budget surplus in 

FY23.  

As rising interest rates and inflationary pressures weigh on the national economy, domestic demand is 

forecast to experience more moderate growth over the next two years. As domestic and global 

conditions lighten, growth in domestic demand is anticipated to stabilise over the medium term before 

slowly declining over the longer horizon. The longer-term outlook for demand is more subdued as 

population growth slows. 

Households’ response to higher interest rates are set to dictate economic growth this year. 

Consumption growth is moderating with the rebound in discretionary spending following lockdowns now 

largely having run its course. Higher interest rates and price inflation are likely to curb spending growth 

further in the next few quarters. A complete collapse in growth is not anticipated as the labour market is 

extremely tight, supporting income growth and cushion the decline in the savings rate. Additionally, the 

ongoing recovery in net overseas migration places a floor under growth prospects into FY24.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

   

     

     

     

     

     

  
  

  
  

  
  

  
  

  
  

  
  

  
  

  
  

  
  

  
  

  
  

  
  

  
  

  
  

  
  

  
  

  
  

  
  

  
  

                      

        

 
  
  
  
  
 
 
 

                                                          



 

12 | P a g e  
 

Employment in Australia has experienced a slowdown in recent months following a strong rebound from 

the initial COVID-19 disruptions, however, the labour market remains relatively tight with the 

unemployment rate remaining unchanged at 3.5% in June 2023. While conditions are not 

unambiguously cooling yet, the labour market has reached capacity and is tracking sideways. The 

tightness in the labour market should generate faster wage growth. It is anticipated the unemployment 

rate is set to soften slightly and gradually drift higher into the first half of FY24, settling at a little above 

4%.  

Figure 2.4: Australian Unemployment Rate, 2014-2027 (%)  

 

Construction Outlook 

Construction activity across Australia plateaued throughout the pandemic years following a steady 

decline in the years earlier stemming from strong growth from the resource-driven boom of the early 

2010s. Total activity slumped 15.7% from $248 billion to $209 billion over FY14-17, before ticking up 

12.9% in FY18 to $236 billion.  

Australian construction activity is set to rise into FY24 on the back of a strong pipeline of public 

infrastructure works and an enlarged backlog of residential builds from delayed projects during the 

pandemic years. Beyond this, residential construction is likely to decrease until the middle of the 

decade as the sector battles the fall out of a cash-rate peak in mid-2023 weighing on developer 

sentiment. This is, however, slightly offset by a strong pipeline of civil construction works, where 

heightened public infrastructure investment and a resurgence in mining investment is set to drive strong 

growth over the first half of the decade. Transport infrastructure is expected to be sustained at elevated 

levels in the medium-term outlook, driven by major metropolitan passenger projects in capital cities. A 

downside risk to this outlook is that current government infrastructure reviews may significantly reduce 

the uncontracted infrastructure pipeline for the latter half of the decade.  

Overall, total construction work done is forecast to grow to a peak of $218 billion in FY24, before 

softening through to the middle of the decade. A renewed cycle of activity is anticipated in the second 

half of the decade rising to $264 billion by FY32. This momentum is driven by falling borrowing costs, 

higher rental yields, the return of price growth, and the normalisation of industry capacity, establishing 

fertile ground for the next upturn.  
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Figure 2.5: Australia Construction Activity, 2014-2032 ($ Billions, 2020/21 Prices) 

 

Rail Outlook 

Rail construction activity in Australia troughed in FY16 on the back of significant growth from the 

resource-driven boom of the 2010’s, falling 44.9% to $4.2 billion from FY14-16. Work done began to 

recover into FY17, growing robustly to $11.4 billion by FY22 (a rise of 128.8%). This momentum is 

expected to continue over the short to medium term forecasting period, growing to $12.9 billion by 

FY26, surpassing the earlier boom period. The ongoing surge in railway construction activity is being 

driven by metropolitan rapid transit projects in the major capital cities. The value of work yet to be done 

is currently at unprecedented levels while additional projects and stages add further to the future 

pipeline. The large volume of railway construction activity raises the risk of delays, as the industry may 

not have the capacity to deliver this level of work on time. This may result in a “stronger for longer” tide 

of work, rather than the projected “tsunami” over the next 5-8 years. 

Rail maintenance activity in Australia has grown steadily over the historical period, rising 5.2% from 

$3.0 billion in FY14 to $3.2 billion in FY23. Activity is anticipated to continue this upward trajectory into 

the forecasting period, growing 7.8% from current figures to $3.4 billion by FY32. This large pipeline of 

infrastructure projects is expected expand both the passenger and freight rail networks, thereby 

increasing future maintenance requirements. Urban passenger maintenance activity is expected to be 

the strongest sub-sector, supported by the incoming wave of new railway lines in capital cities (which 

include substantial new tunnelling). The long-term outlook for railway maintenance remains positive as 

the demand for rail as a form of transport is increasing, existing assets are ageing and in need of repair 

(particularly in regional areas), and a large volume of new assets are being added. Maintenance for 

heavy haul coal is likely to begin to decline as the transition away from coal towards net zero sources of 

energy ramps up. Natural disasters create upside risks to the forecasts, as seen in recent years. When 

they occur, the urgency of getting assets up and running again presents opportunities for contractors, 

who are best placed to get the work done quickly, and often at a cost premium.  
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Figure 2.6: Australia Rail Activity, 2014-2032 ($ Millions, 2020/21 Prices) 

 

The key projects boosting rail activity over FY21-27 include a significant proportion of metro passenger 

projects in New South Wales and Victoria. These are presented in Figure 2.7. The largest projects 

include the Inland Rail project (spanning New South Wales, Victoria, and Queensland), the Melbourne 

Airport Rail Link in Victoria and the Cross River Rail project in Queensland. Construction activity from 

these projects is set to peak in FY25 at $7.4 billion before cooling as several key projects begin to wind 

down and the future pipeline diminishes.  

Figure 2.7: Major Railway Projects in Australia, 2021-2027 
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2.3. New South Wales 

Construction Outlook 

Construction activity in New South Wales in the near-term is set to be boosted by a strong pipeline of 

major infrastructure projects and a backlog of residential activity, rising 4.3% into FY24. However, like 

the rest of the country, activity is expected to be weighed down by rising interest rates over the coming 

years, falling 5.8% by FY26. Nonetheless, demand across the construction workforce is forecast to 

remain tight over the short-term whilst the pipeline of major projects remains deep and residential 

activity remains buoyant.  

Residential and non-residential building activity has been running at an elevated level since 2018, 

stemming from the state’s strong economic performance. COVID-19 lockdowns and capacity issues 

drove a decline in activity into FY22 for the non-residential sector (falling 7.3%), where residential 

activity remained steady during the FY22-23 period due to a sizable COVID-19-related backlog of work. 

With rising borrowing costs, the acceleration of building costs, and land supply constraints in Greater 

Sydney pushing up dwelling prices, residential activity is expected to see a downturn out to FY25, 

falling 17.9% from current figures. With sustained pressure on the dwelling stock, easing interest rates 

expected from mid-FY24 and the return of price growth, growth in total work done is forecast to return 

from FY26, growing 13.5% by the end of the forecasting period.  

Engineering construction tracked flat over FY22 due to similar forces in the residential and non-

residential sectors. Momentum is set to return over the coming years with activity set to remain at 

elevated levels over much of the outlook, growing 11.8% by FY32. This is largely driven by major 

transportation projects such as the completion of the Sydney Metro City and Southwest, WestConnex, 

and Metro West, and activity related to energy projects. However, increased budgetary constraints from 

rising debt levels provides downside risk to engineering construction across the state.  

Figure 2.8: New South Wales Construction Activity 2014-2032 ($ Millions, 2020/21 Prices) 
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Rail Outlook 

In the 5-year period leading up to COVID-19, railway construction activity in New South Wales rose 

steadily on the back of a major publicly funded transportation infrastructure pipeline, peaking at $3.8 

billion in FY19, a rise of 188.4% from FY14. During the pandemic, construction activity was constrained 

due to supply chain disruptions and elevated building costs, depleting to $3.1 billion in FY22, a decline 

of 17.7% from FY19.  

The pre-pandemic boom is set to regain momentum in the coming years, stemming from major 

metropolitan passenger rail projects such as the CBD Light Rail project, Metro City & Southwest and 

Parramatta Light Rail. This cycle in activity is forecast to peak at $4.9 billion in FY26, rising 55.5% from 

current figures, with work done expected to surpass that of the previous mining-driven boom. Activity is 

then expected to be subdued towards the later end of the forecast outlook due to the completion of 

major rail projects, and the diminishing pipeline of known work. 

The forecasts assume that governments will not get through their announced pipeline on schedule as 

rising input cost inflation and industry capacity constraints continue to weigh on activity. The recently 

announced review of the federal Infrastructure Investment Program suggests that governments will re-

evaluate their investment plans in light of these headwinds, and not blindly push ahead with them. 

There remains, however, a risk that capacity constraints bite harder than anticipated, and governments 

delay or abandon more work than expected. This may result in a “stronger for longer” tide of work, 

rather than the projected “tsunami” over the next 5-8 years. 

Figure 2.9: New South Wales Rail Activity, 2014-2032 ($ Millions, 2020/21 Prices) 

 

Rail maintenance activity in New South Wales has risen steadily since FY16 (increasing 11.1% by 

FY23), where large investments in new resources projects in the 2010s drove a surge in new rail 

construction, increasing the rail network, and thus the requirement for rail maintenance. Over the 

medium to longer-term government investment in major railway infrastructure is expected to increase 

maintenance requirements, where work done is expected to rise 8.5% by FY32. Urban passenger 

maintenance activity is expected to be the strongest sub-sector, supported by the incoming wave of 

new railway lines in Greater Sydney (which include substantial new tunnelling). Maintenance activity is 

expected to remain positive in the longer term as the demand for rail as a form of transport is 
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increasing, existing assets are ageing and in need of repair (particularly in regional areas), and a large 

volume of new assets are being added. 

2.4. Victoria 

Construction Outlook 

Construction activity in Victoria followed a strong growth trend leading up to the COVID-19 pandemic 

(rising 50.9% between FY14-19) before supply chain disruptions, rising building costs, and higher 

interest rates began weighing heavily on activity. A slowly cooling residential market has been offset by 

gains across the non-residential and engineering sectors. This trend continued for the state into FY23 

with total activity increasing 1.9% to $56.7 billion. The diminishing pipeline of committed construction 

work, along with the broader slowdown due to tighter monetary policy is set to make conditions patchy 

throughout the FY24-26 period. Activity is then expected to pick up again later in the outlook once 

economic conditions improve.  

In the near-term, residential work done in Victoria is set to continue the historical downward trend seen 

from FY19, falling 23.6% by FY26 due to considerable weakness in high density activity and rising 

interest rates slowing the rate of new dwelling commitments. Strong growth in activity for attached 

dwellings slightly offset this downturn in FY23 on the back of a steady pipeline of build-to-rent projects 

and increased social housing developments. Lower borrowing costs and rising pressure on the dwelling 

stock are set to boost new dwelling demand in the back half of the decade. Non-residential activity rose 

7.1% in FY22, driven by strong growth in health sector activity. This growth continued into FY23 

supported by strong activity in both commercial & industrial and social & institutional building before 

declining 24.5% by FY26. The decline reflects a fall in private investment stemming from heightened 

interest rates and biting construction costs. No new major projects were announced in the Victorian 

budget, with the near-term public pipeline thinning slightly. 

Figure 2.10: Victoria Construction Activity 2014-2032 ($ Millions, 2020/21 Prices) 

 

Victoria’s engineering construction activity rose 7.3% in FY22 to $18,750 million. Activity is forecast to 

remain at a historically high level over the coming years, averaging $18,890 million over the 9-year 

period from FY24 to FY32. Like New South Wales, this momentum is supported by major metropolitan 

transportation projects over the next 5-years to FY27, such as the Metro Tunnel, the Melbourne Airport 
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rail link, and the level crossing removal program. Private sector funded activity is also expected to rise 

in the near term in line with lifting resources investment. However, questions remain over the capability 

of the industry to deliver this volume of work within the specified timeframes. This may result in a 

“stronger for longer” tide of work, rather than the projected “tsunami” over the next 5-8 years.  

Rail Outlook 

Similarly to New South Wales, Victoria experienced a sustained upswing in rail construction activity in 

the 5 years preceding COVID-19 with work done increasing 301.2% to $2.9 billion during the period 

from FY15-19. This was driven by a significant publicly funded rail infrastructure pipeline and increased 

investment in new resources projects. Growth subsequently slowed (although remained strong and 

positive) during the pandemic to a rate of 36.3% from FY20-22 due to project delays, supply chain 

disruptions and increased building costs. Activity then peaked in FY23 at $4.7 billion.  

Despite growth rates slowing into the forecasting period, construction activity is expected to be 

sustained at elevated levels relative to historical figures, reaching at $4.5 billion in FY24 and averaging 

$3,960 million over the 9-year period from FY24-32. This momentum is driven by a major metropolitan 

transport pipeline encompassing projects such as the Metro Tunnel, the Melbourne Airport Rail, the 

Sunbury Line Upgrade, the Suburban Rail Loop, and the Geelong Fast Rail. 

The forecasts assume that governments will not get through their announced pipeline on schedule as 

rising input cost inflation and industry capacity constraints continue to weigh on activity. The recently 

announced review of the federal Infrastructure Investment Program suggests that governments will re-

evaluate their investment plans in light of these headwinds, and not blindly push ahead with them. 

There remains, however, a risk that capacity constraints bite harder than anticipated, and governments 

delay or abandon more work than expected. This may result in a “stronger for longer” tide of work, 

rather than the projected “tsunami” over the next 5-8 years. 

Figure 2.11: Victoria Rail Activity, 2014-2032 ($ Millions, 2020/21 Prices) 

 

Rail maintenance activity in Victoria has historically been quite steady, averaging $980 million over the 

10-year period between FY14-23. This trend is set to continue into the forecasting period, growing 7.8% 

by FY32. Urban passenger maintenance activity is expected to be the strongest sub-sector, supported 
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by the incoming wave of new railway lines in Greater Melbourne (which include substantial new 

tunnelling). This strength is driven by the increase in major rail projects, where factors such as the size 

of the rail network and the ageing of current infrastructure (particularly in regional areas) play a role in 

larger maintenance requirements. Natural disasters also create upside risks to the forecasts, as seen in 

recent years. When they occur, the urgency of getting assets up and running again presents 

opportunities for contractors, who are best placed to get the work done quickly, and often at a cost 

premium. In the longer term, rail maintenance for heavy haul coal is expected to decline as the 

transition away from coal towards net zero sources of energy ramps up. 

2.5. Queensland 

Construction Outlook 

In line with the state’s overall economic performance, construction activity was relatively resilient to 

disruption from COVID-19, inclement weather, supply disruptions and labour constraints, rising 1.4% 

over FY20-22. This momentum continued into FY23 with activity increasing 3.5% over FY23, reaching 

$40.8 billion. The state’s outperformance over the past three years has been partly driven by a rise in 

interstate migration, which has provided both additional demand for goods and services and additional 

supply of workers. Activity is expected to continue this upswing into FY24, growing 8.9% to $44.5 

billion, before weakening to a growth of 3.3% in FY25 as net interstate migration runs out of steam.  

Figure 2.12: Queensland Construction Activity 2014-2032 ($ Millions, 2020/21 Prices) 

 

Residential building activity began trending downwards in the years preceding COVID-19, falling 23.9% 

over FY17-20 to $10.3 billion. Activity remained remarkably strong during the pandemic years, despite 

the impact of flooding and supply chain disruptions in the first half of FY22, growing 5.2% in FY22 and 

2.6% in FY23. Further growth is expected into FY24, rising by 5.6%. This short-term growth prospect is 

driven by a large pandemic-driven backlog of work not yet done on commenced projects. Into FY25, 

this backlog is set to continue to slow the progress of contractors onto new projects, coupled with rising 

interest rates and higher construction costs, activity is expected to moderate. Growth is set to 

accelerate from mid-decade in response to a projected dwelling stock shortage for the state and easing 

interest rates, growing 48.5% from FY26-32. Non-residential work has historically been quite sluggish in 

the state, falling 15.4% over FY14-19. Activity began to recover in FY22, rising 3.6% to $8 billion as 
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internal migration inflows and improving conditions in the hospitality sector stimulated private demand. 

This growth is expected to continue into FY24, rising 1.3%. As public investment recovers, total non-

residential work done is forecast to grow steadily to $10.8 billion in FY27. The 2032 Summer Olympics 

boosts the outlook from mid-decade, especially for entertainment building. 

Civil engineering construction activity in Queensland remained slow in the early pandemic years before 

growing 5.1% in FY22. This growth is expected to continue in the near term before plateauing at 

elevated levels in the latter half of the decade, supported by a strong uptick in electricity generation and 

railway construction. The Olympics is expected to also underpin so major developments in the mid-

decade which are forecast to help drive longer term growth in the sector.  

Rail Outlook 

Queensland rail construction activity was low and volatile in the years leading up to COVID-19, before 

taking off in FY19-22, rising 181.2% to $1.5 billion. This momentum was driven by a significant rail 

infrastructure pipeline over FY20-26, including major projects such as the Cross River Rail running from 

FY20-26, the Gold Coast Light Rail running from FY22-25, and the Adani Carmichael Rail Project 

running between FY20-25. As these projects continue to run, activity is projected to expand further in 

the near term, growing 48.3% to $2.4 billion by FY26. Activity is projected to fall off following FY26 due 

to the completion of these major rail projects, and the diminishing pipeline later in the decade.  

The forecasts assume that governments will not get through their announced pipeline on schedule as 

rising input cost inflation and industry capacity constraints continue to weigh on activity. As a result, the 

estimated total costs of many major projects have been scaled upwards, including the Brisbane Metro, 

the Cross River Rail, and the Queensland component of Inland Rail. The recently announced review of 

the federal Infrastructure Investment Program suggests that governments will re-evaluate their 

investment plans in light of these headwinds, and not blindly push ahead with them. There remains, 

however, a risk that capacity constraints bite harder than anticipated, and governments delay or 

abandon more work than expected. This may result in a “stronger for longer” tide of work, rather than 

the projected “tsunami” over the next 5-8 years. 

Unlike the previous states looked at, Queensland has the largest component of their rail activity 

stemming from the heavy haul and freight rail, with passenger rail still also holding significant weight. 

Heavy haul rail includes 30 to 40-tonne axle loads transporting bulk iron ore and coal from mines to 

ports. The Bowen Basin in Queensland stands as a key hub for coal activity in Australia, therefore the 

state is adversely vulnerable to volatility in the fossil fuel sector. The diminishing public investment in 

the mining sector into the future is anticipated to put downward pressure on rail activity into the latter 

half of the decade, with activity averaging $1.3 billion over FY28-32.  

Rail maintenance activity has historically remained quite steady in Queensland, averaging $540 million 

over FY14-20. This picked up slightly over the FY21-23 period, rising by 4.2%, driven by the expanding 

rail network. Over the medium to longer-term government investment in major railway infrastructure and 

the ageing of current assets is forecast to increase maintenance requirements, where work done is 

expected to rise 7.9% over the FY24-32 period. Urban passenger maintenance activity is expected to 

be the strongest sub-sector, supported by the incoming wave of new railway lines in Greater Brisbane 

(which include substantial new tunnelling). 
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Figure 2.13: Queensland Rail Activity, 2014-2032 ($ Millions, 2020/21 Prices) 

 

2.6. South Australia 

Construction Outlook 

Construction across South Australia has performed strongly in recent years, averaging $12.2 billion 

over FY18-21 before peaking at $14.0 billion in FY23, a growth of 13.3%. This growth trend is expected 

to continue into FY24, growing 2.4% to $14.3 billion. This growth has been underpinned by a recovery 

in the mining sector—a trend that is set to maintain activity for the state over the coming decade.     

Residential building activity followed a steady growth trend over the FY16-22 period, rising 28.4% to 

$3.4 billion. Dwelling commencements in particular was a strong growth area for the state, reflecting the 

only positive results among the major states in Australia. The region's long-running internal migration 

outflow has turned into an inflow and overseas migrant flows have resumed, adding meaningfully to the 

requirement for dwellings. As with the other states, a growing backlog of work is set to also work to 

support growth in the near-term. Adelaide property prices surged through the pandemic and have 

proved resilient to sequential interest rate hikes. With worsening affordability, delays dragging on new 

dwelling sales, and the normalisation of migration flows, activity softened over FY23, rising a mere 

0.5%. With pressure on the dwelling stock holding over the forecast and interest rates easing, growth is 

forecast to return in FY2026 (+7.1%). South Australian non-residential activity performed well in FY22, 

increasing 5.7% to $3.2 billion. This was supported by a considerable office pipeline, with work 

commencing on the $200 million King William Street development. Non-residential building grew further 

into FY23 (+4.6%), bolstered by the Entrepreneur & Innovation Centre and Festival Plaza Office Tower 

commencements. Activity is set to normalise over the mid-decade as both public and private investment 

pull back before picking up again in FY26 (13.0%) and FY27 (8.5%) driven by health, office, and 

entertainment activities.  

Civil engineering in South Australia slowed during the COVID-19 pandemic, falling from $6.5 billion in 

FY19 to $5.9 billion in FY20, a decrease of 9.9%. Activity began to recover in FY22, growing 12.9% to 

$6.7 billion. This upswing is expected to continue until FY24, when activity is set to stabilise for the 

remainder of the outlook, averaging $7.4 billion. This stable level is expected to be supported by an 
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increase in mining-related activity, driven by the Leigh Creek Urea project, and large transportation 

infrastructure projects such as the North-South Corridor – River Torrens to Darlington. 

Figure 2.14: South Australia Construction Activity, 2014-2032 ($ Millions, 2020/21 Prices) 

 

Rail Outlook 

South Australia’s rail outlook is largely driven by maintenance activity, as opposed to the other states 

previously looked at where construction makes up the largest component of work done. Construction 

work has historically been low and volatile, following the boom/bust cycle expected from an industry of 

this nature. Activity peaked at $380 million in FY2018, reflecting a 109.4% y/y growth. Growth then 

stagnated over FY19-20 before ticking up slightly in FY21 to $290 million (rise of 58.3% y/y).  

Over the next 5-years, publicly funded metropolitan passenger rail projects are set to be a key driver of 

growth, with construction activity reaching $290 million in FY25, a y/y increase of 100.7%. These major 

rail projects include the Goodwood and Torrens Rail Junction upgrade, the North-South Corridor 

(Northern Connector), and the Central Eyre Iron rail project. Freight rail activity is also set for a strong 

phase of growth underpinned by the Adelaide-Tarcoola improvement program.  

The forecasts assume that governments will not get through their announced pipeline on schedule as 

rising input cost inflation and industry capacity constraints continue to weigh on activity. The recently 

announced review of the federal Infrastructure Investment Program suggests that governments will re-

evaluate their investment plans in light of these headwinds, and not blindly push ahead with them. 

There remains, however, a risk that capacity constraints bite harder than anticipated, and governments 

delay or abandon more work than expected. This may result in a “stronger for longer” tide of work, 

rather than the projected “tsunami” over the next 5-8 years. 

Rail maintenance activity in South Australia has historically remained steady and a relatively significant 

component of activity, averaging $290 million over FY14-23. As the rail network continues to expand 

and the current assets begin the age, maintenance is expected to steadily increase for the entirety of 

the forecasting period, reaching $340 million by FY32, a rise of 7.3% from FY23. Natural disasters also 

create upside risks to the forecasts, as seen in recent years. When they occur, the urgency of getting 
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assets up and running again presents opportunities for contractors, who are best placed to get the work 

done quickly, and often at a cost premium. 

Figure 2.15: South Australia Rail Activity, 2014-2032 ($ Millions, 2020/21 Prices) 

 

2.7. Western Australia 

Construction Outlook 

Construction activity in Western Australia has continued to recover following its trough in FY19 

exceeding $29.6 billion in FY23. Following the mining boom during the mid-2010s, activity plummeted 

to just above $26.3 billion, a 59.5% decline from the peak in FY14, since then recovering investment in 

mining and elevated non-residential activity has seen work done across the state improve. This 

momentum is expected to continue over the forecast period with a strong forecast in residential activity 

set to add to the sector across the next decade.  

Building construction in Western Australia has recovered recently following a stagnate end to the 

2010s. Sharing a similar profile to engineering construction, building construction fell away from a peak 

in activity in FY15 ($14.3 billion) to trough in FY21 at $8.5 billion. Activity has since risen since, nearly 

surpassing $9.6 billion in FY23. Non-residential was spurred by major developments in health including 

the construction on the Joondalup Health Campus Expansion. However, growth was limited due to 

severe materials and labour shortages, with these capacity constraints to linger, gradually subsiding. 

Non-residential activity is forecast to continue to rise over the next decade, increasing 43.8% to reach 

$6.5 billion by FY32. Much of this growth is anticipated to be driven by development in transport and 

entertainment building and a strong pipeline of developments connected to the Perth City Deal is 

anticipated to pad out the forecast. Recovery in residential stalled over FY23, a 1.9% fall in activity to 

$5.1 billion in FY23 reflected a tempering of development across houses and apartments due to 

capacity constraints. However, the outlook for residential work is optimistic, with elevated levels of 

migration inflows, favorable housing affordability and a strong labour market expected to power 

underlying demand from FY25 onwards. Total residential work done is anticipated to exceed $9.7 billion 

in FY32.  
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Engineering construction, driven by the mining sector, has always been a key component of 

construction activity in WA and a continued recovery in investment is set to see work done increase 

consistently over the next decade. A strong mining and heavy industry sector with such projects as the 

Gorgon Stage 2, Mulga Downs Iron Ore Mine and the Iron Bridge Stage 2 is set to drive activity over 

the forecast period. Total engineering construction is forecast to grow over the next decade, reaching 

$25.3 billion by FY32, 51.6% above the activity in FY23 ($16.7 billion).  

Figure 2.16: Western Australia Construction Activity, 2014-2032 ($ Millions, 2020/21 Prices) 

 

Rail Outlook 

Rail activity in Western Australia has climbed over recent years following subdued activity following the 

mining boom. Whilst activity has historically been supported by private investment (supporting 

increased mining development), a strong pipeline of public projects including the Forrestfield Airport 

Rail Link and various Metronet development has underpinned the elevated levels from FY21 – total rail 

activity has averaged $1.6 billion over the past three years.    

Construction activity has been supported by major publicly funded projects and this momentum is 

anticipated to be maintained over FY24 before cooling over the mid-decade. Development on 

Forrestfield Airport Rail Link (FY16–FY23), Metronet: Thornlie-Cockburn Link (FY21–FY25), Metronet: 

Yanchep Rail Extension (FY21–FY24) and Metronet: Morley to Ellenbrook Line (FY21–FY25) has 

underpinned rail activity in recent years. As these projects move towards completion, construction work 

done is set to peak in FY24 at $1.7 billion, 25.7% above FY23 levels. As the pipeline cools, construction 

activity is expected to stagnate, troughing at $818 million in FY27.   

Similarly to Queensland, Western Australia has a significant component of their rail activity stemming 

from heavy haul and freight rail activity. Heavy haul rail includes the 30 to 40 tonne axle loads 

transporting bulk iron ore and coal from mines to ports. The Pilbara region in Western Australia stands 

as a key hub for iron ore activity in Australia, therefore the state is adversely vulnerable to volatility in 

the fossil fuel sector. The diminishing public investment into the mining sector into the future is expected 

to put downward pressure on rail activity into the latter half of the decade. Australian iron ore production 

is forecast to continue growing, supported by mines including South Flank, Eliwana, Marillana and 

Mulga Downs. The increased export capacity at Port Hedland in Western Australia is anticipated to also 
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support activity. This is set to lead to further growth in heavy haul rail demand, which in turn is expected 

to support maintenance activity on iron ore railway lines.  

Figure 2.17: Western Australia Rail Activity, 2014-2032 ($ Millions, 2020/21 Prices) 

 

2.8. Other Regions 

Construction Outlook 

Construction activity across the remainder of Australian states has followed a historic downward trend 

off the back of a strong resource-driven boom in the 2010’s, driven largely by the engineering 

construction, the oil and gas, and to a lesser extent, the residential sector. Total work done from FY15 

to FY20 fell 46.6% from $16.6 billion to $8.9 billion. Over the pandemic years, activity picked up slightly, 

rising 11.4% from the trough in FY20 to $9.9 billion in FY23. A recovery in engineering construction has 

underpinned much of the growth over recent years. The outlook over the coming decade looks 

considerably more positive across all sectors, where consistent y/y growth is anticipated, strengthening 

34.0% to $13.3 billion by FY32. It’s important to note that a key driver in ‘other regions’ is the Northern 

Territory, which is heavily influenced by the commodity market.  

Residential activity has tapered in recent years across the other regions as momentum from the 

HomeBuilder programs wains and capacity constrains hinder construction. From a peak in activity in 

FY21 at $3.2 billion, residential activity fell 8.8% to around $2.9 billion in FY23. These constraints are 

set to continue to weigh across residential sector over the coming years, dragging activity to trough at 

$2.6 billion in FY25. As conditions begin to normalise and pressure from interest rates ease, residential 

activity is set to begin to recover. A strong population outlook and subdued rate of new supply 

sustaining pressure on new dwelling stock is anticipated to drive the upswing over the late decade. 

Total residential activity is set to reach $3.8 billion by FY30. Whilst non-residential activity has remained 

relatively stable across the other regions in recent years, the outlook is strong  

Non-residential work done slowed significantly over the historical period, falling 27.9% from $8 billion to 

$5.7 billion over FY14-21. Activity recovered slightly over FY23, lifting 18.5% to $6.8 billion and is 
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projected to continue experiencing robust growth for the remainder of the forecasting period, reaching 

$9.8 billion by FY32 (+47.5%). The commencement of nearly $1 billion worth of defence building in the 

Northern Territory, considerable uplifts in the transport and entertainment sectors, and. If not for severe 

material and labour shortages, growth would have been stronger. These capacity constraints are set to 

linger, subsiding gradually. 

Civil engineering construction declined significantly towards the latter half of the 2010s again on the 

back of the considerable mining boom in the years prior, falling 36.5% from a peak of $5.0 billion in 

FY15 to a trough of $3.1 billion in FY20. Activity began to recover from FY21, growing 34.2% to $4.2 

billion in FY23. This sector is set to strengthen in the short term as mining investment spurs growth 

particularly across the Norther Territory, growing by 47.0% to $6.2 billion by FY25. Mining activity is 

forecast to also drive the short-term outlook, particularly over FY24 with projects including the 

Perdaman Urea Project in the Northern Territory ramping up. A slight downside risk exists due to the 

concerns around the contracting of the Darwin Ship Lift Project; however, the project is expected to 

continue. Additionally, electricity generation projects are set to support growth in the sector over five 

years to FY27, with the Australia-Asia Power Link generation and transmission components contributing 

significantly.  

Figure 2.18: Other Regions Construction Activity, 2014-2032 ($ Millions, 2020/21 Prices) 

 

Rail Outlook 

Rail activity in the other regions has been relatively volatile due to the significance of major projects to 

overall work done. Due to a limited network of public railways across the Northern Territory and 

Tasmania, the various Canberra Light Rail developments play a critical role in the outlook for rail 

construction.  

Following a peak in construction from FY17-FY19 as the Canberra Light Rail Stage 1 was 

underdevelopment, activity has averaged $143 million over the past three years. Activity is set to see a 

modest upswing on the back of a strong pipeline of metropolitan rail infrastructure projects in capital 

cities, such as the Canberra Light Rail Stage 2A running from FY24-27 and Stage 2B running from 

FY27-30. Accordingly, activity is forecast to peak across the other regions in FY27 at $322 million, a 

125.9% increase on FY23 levels. Following this, activity is set to dip as major projects are completed. 
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An increased network, particularly across Canberra, is anticipated to see an increase in maintenance 

activity – in FY32, maintenance is forecast to account for 58.2% of total rail activity.  

Figure 2.19: Other Regions Rail Activity, 2014-2032 ($ Millions, 2020/21 Prices) 
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3.  QUANTITATIVE RESULTS 

3.1. New Zealand 

Around 7,730 people are estimated to have been in employed in the rail workforce across New Zealand 

in FY22. Machinery operators and drivers are estimated to be the largest employing occupation group 

employing around 37.9% of the total workforce, followed by managers (15.3%) and technicians and 

trade workers (13.1%).   

Between FY18 and FY22, the rail workforce increased by 7%. Workforce growth was driven by the 

construction and manufacturing segment. Growth in construction was driven by investment in New 

Zealand’s metro rail network. 

As detailed in the rail outlook in Section 2.1, New Zealand rail activity is currently in a boom, largely 

driven by the ‘City Rail Link’ project and as this project, in combination with various other major projects, 

continues to ramp up, demand across the rail sector is anticipated to rise over the immediate few years. 

Demand is anticipated to peak in FY24 at 9,640 people, 24.7% above existing supply. As the City Rail 

and other project begin to move into completion, demand, particularly for construction and manufacturer 

workers is forecast to cool. Demand is expected to steadily decline over the remainder of the forecast, 

reaching 8,850 people by FY32, 8.1% lower than the peak.  

Supply from the current workforce is anticipated to lose around 2.7% of the workforce through attrition 

each year. This is around one percentage point higher than the attrition rate across Australia. Supply is 

forecast to fall to 5,650 over the next decade. Taking into consideration the relatively more stable 

demand profile, the workforce gap is expected to continue to rise over the forecast period, reaching 

3,210 people – this represents 56.7% of the supply in the same year. Whilst demand is set to peak in 

FY24, the continually increasing workforce gap reflects the strong attrition rate and increased 

operations and maintenance demand.  

Note that a detailed breakdown of the existing workforce, demand, supply, and workforce gap of each 

occupation is shown in the tables in Appendix B – Quantitative Results. 

Figure 3.1: New Zealand Workforce Gap, 2016-2032 
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3.2. Australia 

Around 88,220 people are estimated to have been in employed in the rail workforce across Australia in 

FY22. Machinery operators and drivers are estimated to be the largest employing occupation group 

employing around 22.4% of the total workforce, followed by technicians and trade workers (20.0%) and 

labourers (13.9%).   

Between FY18 and FY22, underpinned by major railway projects, the rail workforce increased by 37%. 

Over 70% of the increase in the rail workforce has come from New South Wales and Victoria, with the 

balance of workforce growth largely coming from Queensland and Western Australia. The rail workforce 

is estimated to have grown continuously in all but one year (FY20—which was impacted by the 

COVID19-pandemic). The construction and manufacturing rail workforce increased marginally over 

FY20, with the falling level of employment coming from the operations and maintenance sectors. We 

note that rail workforce levels between Census years are estimated based on high-level labour force 

data, which may or may not accurately reflect year-to-year changes in the rail workforce between 2016 

and 2021. 

On the back of the boom in major publicly funded rail projects, demand across the Australian rail 

workforce is set to remain strong over the first half of the outlook before cooling in the later stages. 

From the current workforce size of around 88,220 people, demand is expected to peak in FY25 at 

96,550, a 9.4% increase. Therefore, the greatest pressure on the rail workforce nationally is anticipated 

come over the current cycle of major projects. From FY26, as the pipeline of projects moves towards 

completion, demand pressures are set to ease, with total demand declining to 86,3400 by FY32, 10.6% 

lower than the peak.  

Figure 3.2: Australia Workforce Gap, 2016-2032 
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existing workforce, demand, supply, and workforce gap of each occupation is shown in the tables in 

Appendix B – Quantitative Results. 

3.3. New South Wales 

Around 32,180 people are estimated to have been in employed in the rail workforce across New South 

Wales in FY22. The New South Wales rail workforce accounts for an estimated 36.5% of the national 

workforce. Machinery Operators and Drivers are estimated to be the largest employing occupation 

group employing around 21.2% of the total workforce, followed by technicians and trade workers 

(19.0%) and managers (14.6%).   

Between FY18 and FY22, underpinned by major railway projects, the rail workforce increased by 44%. 

Both the construction and manufacturing, and operations and maintenance segments grew strongly 

over this period. Major projects over this period included the various stages of the Sydney Metro, Inland 

Rail, Parramatta Light Rail, and CBD and South East Light Rail. 

As detailed in the rail outlook above, New South Wales is set to experience continued elevation in 

activity over the next four years on the back of a strong pipeline of publicly funded projects. This is 

anticiapted to drive demand for the workforce, with a forecast peak in demand FY26 at 37,780 – 17.4% 

above the existing workforce size. From FY27, as the pipeline of projects moves towards completion, 

demand pressures are set to ease, with total demand declining to 32,840 by FY32, 13.1% lower than 

the peak.  

Supply from the current workforce is anticipated to lose around 1.6% of the workforce through attrition 

each year. Supply is forecast to fall to 26,870 over the next decade. Taking into consideration the 

demand profile, the workforce gap is expected to peak in FY26 at 7,400 people – this represents 24.3% 

of the supply in the same year. New supply from education and migration are set to be key sources in 

order to eliminate this anticipated workforce gap. Note that a detailed breakdown of the existing 

workforce, demand, supply, and workforce gap of each occupation is shown in the tables in Appendix B 

– Quantitative Results. 

Figure 3.3: New South Wales Workforce Gap, 2016-2032 
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3.4. Victoria 

Around 25,120 people are estimated to have been in employed in the rail workforce across Victoria in 

FY22. The Victorian rail workforce accounts for an estimated 28.5% of the national workforce. 

Machinery operators and drivers are estimated to be the largest employing occupation group employing 

around 20.4% of the total workforce, followed by technicians and trade workers (19.6%) and 

professionals (14.4%).   

Between FY18 and FY22, underpinned by major railway projects, the rail workforce increased by 38%. 

Both the construction and manufacturing, and operations and maintenance segments grew strongly 

over this period. Major projects over this period included Metro Tunnel and the Level Crossing Removal 

Program.  

As detailed in rail outlook above, rail activity in Victoria is currently at a historically high level and as this 

momentum carries activity over the next few years, demand is set to peak in FY25 at 26,570, 5.8% 

above FY22 levels. Demand is set to remain relatively stable, slowly declining over the remaining years 

of the outlook, gradually falling to 24,510 by FY32, 7.7% lower than current demand.  

Supply from the current workforce is anticipated to lose around 1.8% of the workforce through attrition 

each year. Supply is forecast to fall to 20,720 over the next decade. Taking into consideration the 

demand profile, the state is expected to experience a peak in the workforce gap in FY32 at 3,790 

people, this represents 18.3% of the supply in the same year. New supply from education and migration 

are set to be key sources in order to eliminate this anticipated workforce gap. 

Note that a detailed breakdown of the existing workforce, demand, supply, and workforce gap of each 

occupation is shown in the tables in Appendix B – Quantitative Results. 

Figure 3.4: Victoria Workforce Gap, 2016-2032 
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3.5. Queensland 

Around 18,900 people are estimated to have been in employed in the rail workforce across Queensland 

in FY22. The Queensland rail workforce accounts for an estimated 21.0% of the national workforce. 

Machinery operators and drivers are estimated to be the largest employing occupation group employing 

around 24.6% of the total workforce, followed by technicians and trade workers (18.9%) and labourers 

(15.9%).   

Between FY18 and FY22, the rail workforce increased by 27%. The growth in the workforce was driven 

by the construction and manufacturing segment. Major projects over this period included Cross River 

Rail and the Carmichael Rail Project.  

As detailed in rail outlook above, Queensland is set to experience an increase in rail activity over the 

next four years on the back of a strong pipeline of publicly funded projects. This is anticipated to drive 

demand for the workforce, with a forecast peak in demand FY24 at 19,800 people – 4.8% above the 

existing workforce size. Demand is set to remain relatively stable until FY27 as major projects driver 

activity.  From FY27 demand pressures are set to ease, with total demand declining to 17,270 people 

by FY32, 12.8% lower than the peak.  

Supply from the current workforce is anticipated to lose around 1.8% of the workforce through attrition 

each year. Supply is forecast to fall to 15,530 over the next decade. Taking into consideration the 

demand profile, the workforce gap is expected to peak in FY26 at 1,800 people – this represents 10.1% 

of the supply in the same year. New supply from education and migration are set to be key sources in 

order to eliminate this anticipated workforce gap.  

Note that a detailed breakdown of the existing workforce, demand, supply, and workforce gap of each 

occupation is shown in the tables in Appendix B – Quantitative Results. 

Figure 3.5: Queensland Workforce Gap, 2016-2032 
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3.6. South Australia 

Around 2,220 people are estimated to have been in employed in the rail workforce across South 

Australia in FY22. The South Australian rail workforce accounts for an estimated 2.5% of the national 

workforce. Machinery operators and drivers are estimated to be the largest employing occupation group 

employing around 37.1% of the total workforce, followed by technicians and trade workers (24.2%) and 

labourers (10.8%).   

Between FY18 and FY22, the rail workforce declined by 13%. The contraction in the workforce was 

driven by falling levels of employment in the operations and maintenance segment of the workforce.  

As detailed in rail outlook above, South Australia’s relatively volatile levels of rail activity is set to 

continue over the short-term. Accordingly, demand is to remain relatively flat over the next two years 

before quickly increasing over the mid-decade. Demand is forecast to reach a peak of 2,790 in FY26, 

25.8% above current levels. Elevated demand is set to be maintained over the following years albeit 

slowly declining – demand is not expected to fall below current levels over the entire forecast period.   

Supply from the current workforce is anticipated to lose around 2.0% of the workforce through attrition 

each year. Supply is forecast to fall to 1,780 over the next decade. Taking into consideration the 

demand profile, the workforce gap is expected to peak in FY26 at 710 people – this represents 34.4% 

of the supply in the same year. The strong outlook for rail construction activity relatively to current 

levels, is expected to underpin a decade of strong demand across the state. Whilst activity is set to cool 

over the later years of the forecast, South Australia is not anticipated to experience as dramatic of a 

decline as other regions. New supply from education and migration are set to be key sources in order to 

eliminate this anticipated workforce gap.  

Note that a detailed breakdown of the existing workforce, demand, supply and workforce gap of each 

occupation is shown in the tables in Appendix B – Quantitative Results. 

Figure 3.6: South Australia Workforce Gap, 2016-2032 
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3.7. Western Australia 

Around 9,120 people are estimated to have been in employed in the rail workforce across Western 

Australia in FY22. The Western Australian rail workforce accounts for an estimated 10.3% of the 

national workforce. Machinery operators and drivers are estimated to be the largest employing 

occupation group employing around 30.3% of the total workforce, followed by technicians and trades 

workers (16.0%) and clerical and administrative workers (12.0%).   

Between FY18 and FY22, the rail workforce increased by 60%. Both the construction and 

manufacturing, and operations and maintenance segments grew strongly over this period. Major 

projects over this period included Forrestfield Airport Rail Link, the various stages of METRONET, and 

iron ore related rail projects including Eliwana Rail and Koodaideri Rail. 

As detailed in rail outlook above, Western Australia’s rail activity is set to remain at elevated levels for 

the short-term, driving demand across the rail workforce over the coming years. Accordingly, demand is 

anticipated to peak in FY24 at 9,510 people, a 4.3% increase on the existing workforce in FY22. From 

FY24, demand is set to taper over the following few years, however, demand is forecast to remain 

relatively over the second half of the forecast, averaging 8,510 from FY29.    

Supply from the current workforce is anticipated to lose around 1.8% of the workforce through attrition 

each year. Supply is forecast to fall to 7,500 over the next decade. Taking into consideration the 

demand profile, the workforce gap is expected to peak in FY32 at 990 people – this represents 13.2% 

of the supply in the same year. Western Australia faces a long-term challenge to filling potential 

workforce gaps due to stable long-term outlook of rail activity. New supply from education and migration 

are set to be key sources in order to eliminate this anticipated workforce gap.  

Note that a detailed breakdown of the existing workforce, demand, supply and workforce gap of each 

occupation is shown in the tables in Appendix B – Quantitative Results. 

Figure 3.7: Western Australia Workforce Gap, 2016-2032 
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3.8. Other Regions 

Around 690 people are estimated to have been in employed in the rail workforce across the combined 

Other Regions in FY22. The Other Regions rail workforce accounts for an estimated 0.8% of the 

national workforce. Machinery operators and drivers are estimated to be the largest employing 

occupation group employing around 31.0% of the total workforce, followed by technicians and trade 

workers (16.0%) and clerical and administrative workers (12.0%).   

As detailed in the rail outlook above, the combined rail activity across the Other Regions is set to be 

driven by work done on the Canberra Light Rail Stage 2. A peak in activity is anticipated across the 

other regions in FY29 at 1,390 people, 100.3% above the existing workforce in FY22. Whilst, demand is 

forecast to cool over the final years of the outlook, it is not anticipated to fall below the existing 

workforce in FY22 – by FY32, demand is set to reach 950 people.    

Supply from the current workforce is anticipated to lose around 1.9% of the workforce through attrition 

each year. Supply is forecast to fall to 560 over the next decade. Taking into consideration the demand 

profile, the workforce gap is expected to peak in FY29 at 780 people – this represents 128.8% of the 

supply in the same year. This is a significant scaling of the workforce and, whilst this comes in context 

to the smaller workforce across the other regions, it does present an elevated challenge to capture 

demand. Whilst activity is set to cool over the later years of the forecast, the other regions are not 

anticipated to experience a surplus over the forecast period. New supply from education and migration 

are set to be key sources in order to eliminate this anticipated workforce gap.  

Note that a detailed breakdown of the existing workforce, demand, supply, and workforce gap of each 

occupation is shown in the tables in Appendix B – Quantitative Results. 

Figure 3.8: Other Regions Workforce Gap, 2016-2032 
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4.  APPENDIX A – METHODOLOGY 

In assessing the simultaneous impact of challenges and threats to workforce capability across the coming 

decade to FY32 and beyond, Oxford Economics Australia has embarked on a multi-faceted approach. 

For consistency and cost effectiveness, this update will replicate the quantitative methodology used in 

the ARA’s 2018 rail workforce study. The methodology involves several steps as described below: 

Step 1: Define and estimate the current skilled rail workforce 

To quantify the skills capability gap we need to first classify and define the skills being considered in the 

workforce capability study. This report largely adopts the same workforce classification as previous 

studies, categorising the overall rail workforce into several occupation groups by main areas of 

specialisation, level of qualification and other supporting professions.  

The task of identifying a rail workforce is complicated by the fact that there is no precise ABS definition 

of a ‘rail’ industry sector. While ABS Census data does have ‘Rail Transport’ as an industry category, 

the reality is that using only Census data from this industry sector would, in our view, severely 

underestimate the size of the rail workforce.  

Consequently, Oxford Economics Australia considers that the rail sector not only includes the ‘Rail 

Transport’ sector but also a proportion of people employed in Construction, Manufacturing, and 

Freight/Transport Services. The size of the rail industry labour force has been estimated based on the 

2021 Census for Australia and 2018 Census for New Zealand.  

Step 2: Forecast the skilled labour demand  

The methodology involves, firstly, the estimation of a skilled (rail) labour ‘usage coefficient’. This is the 

amount of labour that is currently required to perform a certain volume of rail-related activity. Then, 

projections of end use sector activity over the decade to 2032 will be translated, using these 

coefficients, into forecasts of future skilled labour demand. We firstly relate our estimates of ‘base year’ 

demand to an appropriate ‘base year’ activity indicator to derive a ‘usage coefficient’ per unit of end-use 

sector activity. We then apply this usage coefficient to our forecasts of the activity indicator to derive 

forecasts of future demand. 

Step 3: Model existing workforce attrition 

Given the timeframe of the study, attrition of the existing workforce through ageing (e.g., via retirement 

and death) also becomes an important issue. The existence of workforce attrition means that the total 

additional skilled labour workforce requirement will end up higher than the total labour demand 

estimated by changed end-use sector activity alone. This is because skilled labour also must be found 

to replace existing skills lost because of the ageing workforce.  

To account for this attrition component, we estimate the age profile of the workforce in each state using 

the 2021 Census data and calculated the likelihood of retirement for each age group using ABS’ 

Retirement and Retirement Intentions report.  

The retirement assumptions for each age group are used uniformly across all states and territories. The 

expected workforce attrition will vary in each state and territory according to the size and age profile of 

the workforce in each region. 
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Step 4: Analysis of forecasted demand for skilled labour with projected levels of labour supply 

The final step involves the comparison of the expected demand for skilled labour with our projected 

levels of labour supply. The difference between the total labour demand and the size of the existing 

workforce is referred to as the ‘workforce gap’. This gap, when positive, will need to be met by 

additional supply if projected levels of end use sector activity are to be achieved. We will use the 

occupation set previously established for the 2018 ARA study which was drawn from Australia and New 

Zealand Standard Classification of Occupations (ANZSCO) and illustrated in the table reprinted from 

the 2018 study below. As previously, coverage will be provided for all Australian states and territories 

(with results aggregated for WA, NT, Tasmania and the ACT) and New Zealand. 

A key limitation of the model is that it measures workforce requirements in terms of the volume of 

labour, not necessarily the skills and experience required. The role of a retiring skilled professional with 

many years of experience cannot be matched by a new graduate. This is particularly true when supply 

is focused on new graduates, but the impact may be lessened by the hiring of personnel from other 

industries, or via immigration, where existing skills and experience may be more developed. Other 

important limitations include the fact that the model does not consider underemployment of labour or 

existing skills deficits but instead assumes that demand and supply are perfectly matched in the base 

year. 
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5. APPENDIX B – QUANTITATIVE RESULTS 

5.1. New Zealand 

Table D.01: New Zealand, Workforce by Occupation, 2022-2032 
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5.2. Australia 

Table D.02: Australia, Workforce by Occupation, 2022-2032 
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5.3. New South Wales 

Table D.03: New South Wales, Workforce by Occupation, 2022-2032 
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5.4. Victoria 

Figure D.04. Victoria, Workforce by Occupation, 2022-2032 
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5.5. Queensland 

Figure D.05. Queensland, Workforce by Occupation, 2022-2032 
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5.6. South Australia 

Figure D.06. South Australia, Workforce by Occupation, 2022-2032 
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5.7. Western Australia 

Figure D.07. Western Australia, Workforce by Occupation, 2022-2032 
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5.8. Tasmania 

Figure D.08. Tasmania, Workforce by Occupation, 2022-2032 
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5.9. Northern Territory 

Figure D.09. Northern Territory, Workforce by Occupation, 2022-2032 
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5.10. Australian Capital Territory 

Figure D.10. Australian Capital Territory, Workforce by Occupation, 2022-2032 
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