NSW Railways (RailCorp) Thematic History Section 7 - Governing

7.0 GOVERNING

This theme group covers the broad field of governing and governance, including the
responses of those being governed. Three state themes in this group are relevant to
the NSW Railways, namely government and administration, defence, and law and
order. As the dominant government business and public service in NSW over the first
century of its existence, the administration of the NSW Railways was a major political
theme. Readers are directed to the Organisational Evolution Chart of railway
administration in New South Wales in Chapter 1 as a guide to the evolution of today s
railway organisations.

Railway House, completed in 1937, was the administrative centre of the NSW Railways.
As detailed in theme 8.3, it was also one of Sydney s most significant Art Deco buildings
(National Library of Australia, nla.pic-an23381795).

7.1 Government and Administration

This theme covers activities associated with the governance of local areas, regions,
the state and the nation, together with the administration of public programs. The
NSW Railways had a special place as one of the world’s first state-run railway
corporations. The British administrators had no readily available models for the
management of a large public enterprise and accordingly, the search for an
administrative structure that would enable the railways to serve the 'public interest’,
while at the same time ensuring the wise investment of public funds proved to be a
tortuous one.

With the impending takeover of the Sydney Railway Company, a Board of Control
was established in January 1855 with three Commissioners, one of whom was given
the title of Chief Commissioner. The granting of self-government in 1856 ushered in
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a period of political instability with numerous changes on ministries.

With the establishment of the Department of Public Works in 1859, its Under-
Secretary was appointed as Commissioner for Railways, John Rae holding this
position from 1861 until his replacement with Charles Goodchap by the Minister for
Public Works in January 1878. Railway administrators found themselves subjected to
vested political interests seeking new lines to all corners of the colony and/or
discriminatory freight rates to favour particular industries or localities.*

The setting of railway rates and fares also became a highly politicised feature of
railway administration in NSW, with various interest groups lobbying fiercely for the
carriage of their products at favourable rates. Pastoralists enjoyed favourable rates
for the carriage of wool from the early days and John Sutherland, four times Minister
for Public Works, initiated favourable freight rates during 1877 within the 'Special
Class’ of railway tariffs for the products of the Eskbank ironworks, in which he had a
commercial interest. By the 1890s, differential railway freight rates worked to the
benefit of city-based manufacturers, who were able to send their products to regional
centres at very competitive prices, thereby leading to the demise of locally-based
industries and centralising industry in Sydney.?

Increasingly there were complaints that the administration under Goodchap was
prone to assisting particular individuals with close ties to the Commissioner. Sir
Henry Parkes, again Premier in June 1887, introduced railway reform bills that
sought to place the railway under the management of more competent administrators
and reduce political influence in their operation. The two Acts, which came into
operation on 27 October 1888, completely separated the planning and construction of
new railways from the management of the existing network, with decisions regarding
new lines being shifted from 'backroom deals’ by politicians to the Parliamentary
Committee on Public Works which was to hold public enquiries into the viability of
each proposal. Edward Miller Gard Eddy was recruited from England as Chief
Railway Commissioner. Eddy was an experienced railway administrator who quickly
put his stamp on the administration and management of his new charge. It was a
period of innovation and drive to improve the operations and efficiency of the NSW
Railways, but was cut short by Eddy’s untimely death in 1897.°

Following Eddy’s death, the administration became notorious for conflict between the
Commissioners, resulting in a Royal Commission into railway administration in 1905.
The outcome was a series of changes over the ensuing decades in search of an
appropriate balance between the Chief Commissioner and his assistants.

The sense of grandeur implied in administering such a grand organisation is
embraced in the offices erected for the administrators and the special trains they
used to travel around their empire. With the Stage 2 offices at Central Railway
Station becoming available from 1920, this became the head office for the dominant
Traffic Branch, with the Chief Traffic Manager assigned a key office in the north-
west corner of the first floor. Once the Chief arrived at work after 8.30am, junior
officers were not allowed to venture inside this office. The Station Master at Central
occupied a large office on Platform 1, symbolising his rank as the top SM in the State.
The Railway Commissioners and staff of the Secretariat were located in Railway
House, a highly regarded Art Deco office building completed in 1936 (see 8.3.1).

Inspection tours over the railway network became an important ritual in the railway
calendar. Four special carriages were built for the Commissioner’s Train, which
took the Commissioners and senior officials to stations around the network where
they met with staff and delegations from the local communities. There were also
special inspection carriages for engineers and other senior officers, that were
attached to trains as required.

1 McKillop, RF, 'Railways in Australian History: a preliminary reconnaissance’, ARHS Bulletin, No. 558, April 1964, pp. 89-95.
2 McKillop, Bob, 2006, pp. ;49, 78, 103; McKillop, Robert F, 2007, p. 87.
3 Lee Robert, 2000, pp. 242-44, 247-53, 260-62, 274-76, 278-81, 283-88.
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The Commissioner for Railways, Reg Winsor, arrives at Newcastle Station on the
commissioner's train for an inspection tour on 17 A pril 1956 (Hood Collection, State
Library of NSW, Home & Away 28654).

With the expansion of road transport from the 1920s, railway administrators faced
their biggest challenge. The motor car gave the well-to-do the freedom to break free
of public transport and live in new suburbs beyond the congestion and grime of the
industrial city and journey to work in their private vehicles. Private motor lorries and
buses increasingly used public roads free of charge to compete with the railways for
goods and passenger traffic.

In August 1924 the Minister for Local Government brought in a Bill for the better
construction, maintenance and financing on main roads; to provide for development
roads; and to constitute a Main Roads Board. The growing popularity of motor
transport, particularly the private car, meant that increasingly public funds were
diverted to road construction and maintenance at the expense of railways. James
Fraser, the Commissioner for Railways, complained in 1927 that 'this illogically
nursed competition has so gravely affected the earning power of the railways that
resultant losses in operation have become so heavy as to be a grievous burden to
State taxpayers, very serious consideration should be given by the government to the
equity of the present conditions.”

From 1932, the model reverted to a single commissioner responsible to the Minister
for Railways. As the economy slipped into the Great Depression , railway
administrators and politicians attempted to address the situation through legislation.
Legislation introduced in 1932 sought to place railways on a fair and equitable basis
by introducing a road tax on carriers who operated in direct competition with railways
by operating over distances over 50 miles. This offered protection to the railways until
1954, when an appeal to the Pricy Council in London by the interstate transport
company overturned the High Court ruling that the Road Transport Co-ordination Act
power to tax interstate road hauliers did not contravene Section 92 of the Australian
constitution. In response, three states including NSW agreed to a road maintenance
tax within their states.’

At the time of the Railway Centenary in 1955, the Commissioner for Railways was
responsible for what was proudly promoted as Australia's biggest business  with
56,000 employees. The Railways Department then comprised nine branches, with
Traffic, Mechanical, Way and Works, Electrical, and Signal and Telegraph being the
dominant groups.®

Subsequently, governments and railway administrators have struggled to address the

4 Annual Report of the Railway Commissioners for Year Ended 30 June 1927, p. 2.
5 Gunn, John, 1989, pp. 415-6.
6 Paddison, Leonie |, Railways of NSW, 1855-1955, Sydney, Department of Railways, 1955, pp. 210-220, 256, 267-73, 283.
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