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Critical foundations: Australia’s infrastructure 
and national resilience
by Anthony Bergin

Introduction: from protection to resilience
An important part of the Australian Government’s agenda in recent years has 
been to broaden national security policies away from a ‘bombs and bullets’ 
approach to make them more relevant to the broader community, only a tiny 
percentage of whom are ever likely to be the victims of a terrorist attack on 
Australian soil. 

As part of this agenda, in December 2009 the government flagged that the 
critical infrastructure protection mindset had to move beyond terrorism alone 
to encompass a wider range of risks.1 This meant embracing the concept of 
resilience to all hazards: dealing with risks ranging from natural disasters to 
equipment failure and climate change.

Gradual increases in mean temperatures, drier climates, sea level rises 
and more frequent and extreme weather events will require infrastructure 
able to operate under all of the likely climate-related changes over the full 
duration of its intended life. All these events could damage or destroy critical 
infrastructure, including industrial plant, energy and transport systems and 
defence installations, and disrupt the continuity of essential services.

The Attorney-General’s Department was restructured to reflect this conceptual 
shift. The National Security Resilience Policy Division was created, with a key 
focus on looking after critical infrastructure. 

The government’s Critical Infrastructure Resilience Strategy was launched in 
June last year.2 Organisational resilience was a key component of the new 
strategy, as was a strong partnership between business and government to 
share knowledge, experience and methodologies to ensure the continuity of 
our critical infrastructure. 

The Critical Infrastructure Resilience Strategy was directly linked with efforts 
to ensure that practical programs are in place to boost community resilience 
to disasters. 

Australia’s first National Strategy for Disaster Resilience will be released 
in early 2011 to focus attention on priority areas to build disaster-resilient 
communities across Australia.
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However, the new resilience approach to infrastructure has yet to come to terms 
with the requirements of shoring up the nation’s infrastructure foundations. 
Repairing and upgrading the infrastructure that’s required to support our lives in 
basic areas such as transport and communications will advance the domestic 
resilience agenda.

The quality of Australia’s infrastructure should thus be considered a key indicator of 
the nation’s overall resilience to all hazards.

It’s also relevant to bolstering Australia’s ‘soft’ power, the ability to get other states 
to want what we want. Soft power is directly linked to our overall national economic 
power. And that’s strongly influenced by infrastructure investments.

Regional countries understand the importance of having first-rate infrastructure: 
day by day, rising Asian powers are building new highways, subways, ports and 
other modern infrastructures. These states wish to project a positive image through 
modern national infrastructure.

Poor grades
Australia’s infrastructure is plagued by ageing systems and inadequate capacity. 
We are well behind international best practice. According to the World Economic 
Forum, in 2010 Australia ranked 34th for the overall quality of its infrastructure.3 

In 2010, Engineers Australia, the national forum for the advancement of 
engineering, with more than 85,000 members, assigned grades to 15 categories 
of infrastructure based on an assessment of asset condition, asset availability and 
reliability, asset management, sustainability (including economic, environmental and 
social issues) and resilience.

The assessment of infrastructure policy, regulation, planning, provision, operation 
and maintenance was carried out through research and consultation. Interviews 
were held with relevant stakeholders. A number of industry associations were 
consulted and Engineers Australia experts provided input.

The report card wasn’t the kind that any Australian schoolchild would want to take 
home to their parents at the end of term. The Infrastructure Report Card 2010 
found that little or no real overall progress has been made in the five years since 
Engineers Australia conducted a similar audit.4

Despite some attempts to make up for past underspending, the audit found 
significant shortfalls in infrastructure. Five years ago, Australia’s overall result was a 
C+ and it was still a C+ in 2010 (see Table 1).

Getting a C grade doesn’t brand us a ‘dunce’. But it does reflect infrastructure that’s 
only barely adequate and in need of major changes if it’s to be fit for its current and 
anticipated future purposes. B or B+ grades (designated as ‘good’ and defined as 
meaning only minor changes are required) should be realistic goals for Australia.

The 2010 survey found that overall expenditure on maintaining and replacing 
existing infrastructure and meeting the need for new infrastructure is well below 
what is necessary for our needs and future population growth. 

The report card found a mix of no change, slight improvement and slight 
deterioration across the various infrastructure classes. It found that much of 
our infrastructure is working at its capacity and needs replacement or serious 
maintenance. There was still significant underinvestment, resulting in a current 
shortfall estimated at $700 billion. 

The report concluded that a large proportion of Australia’s infrastructure is reaching 
the end of its useful life and that owners will have to spend money on replacement 
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of ageing assets, not only to meet the needs of an expanding population, but also to 
cater for increasing minerals and gas exports.

Since Engineers Australia’s report card five years ago, most sectors have 
developed plans for a massive expansion in capital works. According to the 2010 
report card, a few of these projects have been completed, many more are underway 
and many others are planned to commence in the next few years.

While the quantity of infrastructure will increase, it won’t make up for the backlog of 
demand, let alone meet the medium-term future needs arising from more road trips, 
more freight tasks, more energy-intensive business and greater population growth.

One of the reasons for demand continuing to outstrip supply is the lack of effective 
pricing mechanisms that would lead to people being more efficient in their use 
of infrastructure: road usage costs don’t reflect congestion levels in Australia, in 
southeast Queensland the cost of drinking water is below the cost of provision and 
in southwest Western Australia the cost of electricity is below the cost of production.

1 1

Table 1: Australian infrastructure report card 2010

Infrastructure type Australia 
2010

Australia 
2005

Australia 
2001

Australia 
1999

ACT 
2010

NSW 
2010

NT 
2010

QLD 
2010

SA 
2010

TAS 
2010

VIC 
2010

WA 
2010

Roads overall C C C– B C– C C– C– C– C+ C+
National roads C+ C+ C C B– B C– C C+ C+ B–
State/Territory roads C C C– C– D+ C– C– C C C+ B–
Local roads D+ C– D D D+ D+ C– D D C– C–

Rail D+ C– D– D– F D– C+ C– C F D C+

Ports B– C+ B C C+ B B– B– C+ B–

Airports B– B B B– B B– B– B– B B C+

Water overall C+ C C+ C+ C C+ C+ C+ C C+

Potable water B– B– C C– B– B– C– B– B B– C B–

Wastewater B– C+ C– D– C+ C+ C– B– B– C B– B

Stormwater C C– D C+ C B– C D C– C– C

Irrigation C C– D– C C+ C+ B– C– C+

Electricity C+ C+ B– B+ C– C– C B– B– C– B–

Gas B– C+ C A– C A– C+ B+ C C C+

Telecommunications C B B– C– C– B C C+ C C–

Overall C+ C+ C D B– C C+ C+ C+ C C C+

Source: Engineers Australia

State and territory results

Victoria’s investment (except in roads) consistently tracked below the national trend. 
The report card found it is only adequate, giving it a C rating. Of all categories, rail 
was rated worst, being given a D, or poor, rating.

Engineers Australia found that major changes were needed in New South Wales, 
as infrastructure was generally in poor to average condition, and gave it a C 
rating overall.

Queensland achieved a C+ overall for its infrastructure. The report card found 
that marginal improvements had been made in the areas of ports, electricity and 
gas, but the ratings for potable water, wastewater, stormwater, irrigation and 
telecommunications remained the same from the earlier audit. The ratings for 
roads, rail and airports all slipped from the 2005 audit.
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Western Australia’s infrastructure rated a C+ overall. Although South Australia’s 
overall rating was C+, its rating for stormwater and road infrastructure was D 
(poor). Most of Tasmania’s infrastructure was rated as adequate or poor, but its rail 
infrastructure was rated as inadequate (an F rating). Only a B and a few B minuses 
saved Tasmania from falling below a C rating. 

As for the two territories, the Northern Territory was rated a C+ overall, and the 
ACT a B- in 2010. Five years ago the ACT was rated at C+. The improved rating is 
seemingly counter-intuitive—the ACT spending on infrastructure has tracked well 
below the national trend, which suggests that its pre self-government infrastructure 
has served the territory well. 

The report card results correspond with the OECD assessment of Australia’s 
infrastructure: it is about average compared with that of its OECD peers in terms of 
infrastructure stock valuation as a percentage of GDP.

Next steps
Engineers Australia’s Infrastructure Report Card 2010 is a helpful reminder of the 
work still needed to make sure Australia has world-class infrastructure.

It raises questions about whether current funding models need to be revisited 
by governments and the private sector to solve the problem of how to fund the 
necessary work. By implication the audit also raises the pressing issue of matching 
funds from superannuation to long-term investments in the infrastructure market, 
where the returns might be good but where governments may need to take some of 
the upfront risks.

To pay for the upkeep of critical infrastructure, all available funding options (for 
example, tax-exempt infrastructure bonds, public sector financing, public–private 
partnerships, favourable taxation treatment for infrastructure investments) should 
be explored and debated.

Speaking at the release of the 2010 report card at the National Press Club last 
November, Peter Taylor, the Chief Executive of Engineers Australia, emphasised 
the need for integration of planning, with many federal bodies involved in 
infrastructure, and dozens more at the state and territory level, each having different 
and often competing priorities:

There is still a lack of strategic and coordinated planning and prioritisation across 
many sectors and we are facing more intense challenges … a growing and 
ageing population will accelerate the demand for all transport, water, energy and 
telecommunication services.5

Most infrastructure problems are beyond the capacity of one government to solve: 
they are complex and can cross state boundaries. Infrastructure Australia was 
established by the Australian Government in 2008 as the independent national 
advisory body to develop a strategic blueprint for Australia’s future infrastructure 
needs. It’s conducted an infrastructure audit and created a priority projects list.

In the 2008–09 Budget, the government announced the establishment of the 
Building Australia Fund with allocations from the fund being guided by the priority 
list. Infrastructure Australia has identified priority projects, costed at $83 billion, for 
nationally significant infrastructure.

But there’s a sense in the business community that Infrastructure Australia has to 
some extent lost its momentum and needs reform. Graham Bradley, president of 
the Business Council of Australia (BCA), recently noted business’s frustration with 
the government’s infrastructure policy and its failure to put in place a process 
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to do a cost–benefit analysis and a prioritisation of the major infrastructure 
bottlenecks in the country. This is what Infrastructure Australia was supposed to do. It 
got waylaid by the global financial crisis. It picked up shovel-ready projects. The kitty 
is now empty on shovel-ready projects, and we don’t have the next list of priorities on 
any objective basis … There’s a heap of money out there in the private sector and the 
focus of government should be: How do we mobilise that to provide the infrastructure 
that we need? And that’s all about pricing rules and it’s all about certainty of 
planning … if it’s [an infrastructure project] given a priority and you’ve got the right 
pricing rules around it, and the right incentives around it, the private sector will jump in 
and then we don’t have constraints.6 

Saul Eslake, program director for productivity growth at the Grattan Institute, 
appears to agree with the BCA’s approach. He has also pointed out that we don’t 
necessarily need more government intervention in picking projects; ‘the answer 
instead is likely to be more consistent and far-sighted regulation in order to foster 
more efficient long-term private sector investment’.7

The BCA’s focus on major bottleneck projects ignores the 95% of Australia’s 
infrastructure which is in suburban and rural areas: road, rail, telecommunications, 
sewerage and stormwater infrastructure are all critical to national wellbeing.

There’s now the need for an overarching vision with a clear outline of shared goals 
for our larger infrastructure projects. Our infrastructure issues are long term: a 
stronger strategic framework for business to work with governments on delivering 
such projects is needed. And business needs a clear understanding of what 
projects will emerge over the next five to ten years in order to focus its resources.

While the Queensland floods may necessitate some reassessment of infrastructure 
priorities, such as rebuilding rail and road links, that shouldn’t distract from the need 
for focusing on long-term infrastructure requirements.

As Engineers Australia’s Chief Executive, Peter Taylor, has pointed out, if we are to 
raise the grades on our infrastructure, a planning hierarchy is needed so that ‘plans 
align with challenges at national, state, territory, or regional levels. The timeliness 
of planning processes also needs improvement as does the need for plans to 
reflect the community’s interest rather than a political interest of a particular level 
of government’.8

But as the Grattan Institute’s Saul Eslake reminds us, we need to be careful that 
we don’t revert to old-fashioned pork-barrelling with dubious investment proposals: 
infrastructure spending ‘provides politicians with a platform from which to deploy 
soaring rhetoric about “nation-building”, and gives them opportunities to open things 
in sensitive electorates at critical times’.9

We need to develop clear ways in which a project’s benefits can be expressed so 
the community can understand what’s proposed and measure progress. And more 
transparent cost–benefit analyses of major projects should include social benefits 
as well as economic benefits.

Australia’s future national prosperity will depend to a significant degree on the 
quality of its infrastructure inventory. It will need to address life cycle costs and the 
ongoing maintenance that is absolutely essential to keep the system functioning at 
a satisfactory level. 

The demands will grow as the population approaches 35 million by 2050. Crumbling 
infrastructure, whether it be clogged ports or congested roads, will imperil our safety 
and security, quality of life, and economic competitiveness.

With a cumulative grade of C+ for 15 of the nation’s critical infrastructure systems, 
the 2010 report card on the condition of Australia’s infrastructure demonstrates that 
it continues to be below average for a developed nation. 
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Underfunding and neglecting the critical foundations that have made Australian 
society prosperous isn’t a sound investment in this country’s national 
security resilience.
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