
A harbour city steeped in heritage, Newcastle has 
been revitalised thanks in part to a successful 
inner-city light rail project that has connected 
people back to their beautiful waterfront. 

 − Newcastle Light Rail has helped the city achieve its 
aim of having a fully-integrated transport network 
while revitalising the city’s business district. 

 − WSP’s design of the system incorporated many 
innovations, including a world-first approach to a 
fully wireless light rail system. 

 − An agile approach and strong stakeholder 
collaboration allowed WSP to adapt its designs 
as required to achieve the desired outcomes for 
Newcastle. 

As urban transport projects go, a 2.7km light rail 
system spanning six stops and a depot isn’t on the 
grander end of the scale. 

But the Newcastle Light Rail system shows how a 
geographically contained transport project can make 
a big difference to a city’s livability and economic well 
being. Opened in 2019, the high-capacity light rail 
system has served to open up Newcastle’s city centre 
and ushered in a wave of urban renewal.  

Newcastle had long sought to replace its old heavy 
railway line which stretched east towards the sandy 
beaches of the New South Wales coast, with more 
flexible transport options. In 2014, WSP was engaged 
to scope out options for light rail and in 2016 began 
detailed design work. 

WSP was ultimately responsible for detailing 
infrastructure and requirement specifications for all 
rail systems components, including alignment and 
civil works, six stops, a depot, power supply, TCS and 
communication systems. 

“The opportunity with this project was that it 
eliminated that heavy rail line, which was effectively 
a hard barrier” says Scott Ney, WSP’s Project 
Director, who led the team through the design and 
construction phases of the project and has worked on 
light rail systems around the world. 

“It has provided more connections to modern and 
reliable public transport for more people and 
contributed to bigger outcomes for the city” adds 
Ney. 

Connecting the city 
From the outset, WSP approached the light rail 
design with the city’s larger plans in mind. The aim 
was a truly integrated network, allowing people to 
easily connect between light rail and trains, buses, 
and ferries to seamlessly continue their journeys. 

Designs also took a Future Ready approach by 
accounting for Newcastle’s smart city aspirations, 
with digitisation of key infrastructure incorporated 
into the planning.   
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But that was all par for the course for the WSP 
team which took an agile and flexible approach to 
respond to emerging technologies along the way. 
The availability of new battery technology spurred 
the city to opt for wire-free infrastructure for the light 
rail vehicles, allowing the removal of overhead wire 
structures. 

“As the world’s first fully wire-free system, it created 
some technical challenges for the project, but it has 
resulted in a better outcome for the city,” says Ney. 

Other WSP design elements which have led to 
aesthetic and practical improvements for Newcastle 
include maximising on-street parking while 
minimising lane-sharing between general traffic and 
the new light rail vehicles. 

The removal of old heavy rail tracks, fencing and 
infrastructure has allowed Novocastrians a clearer 
vista down to the coast, with the line stopping just 
200m from Newcastle Beach. The old Newcastle Train 
Station has now become a hub for a restaurant, bars 
and shops, retaining the character of the buildings 
that were built in 1878. 

Enabling urban renewal 
For Ney, the project is a prime example of how light 
rail can shape the urban form in a positive way. 

“What was a slightly tired business district has 
suddenly opened up to the waterfront,” he says.  

“So now you’ve got a situation where the whole 
urban setting of the city has changed.” 

He puts the success of the project down to the 
strength of the communication and collaboration 
between the key stakeholders involved. 

“WSP is primarily known for our technical and 
engineering expertise. But the conversation from the 
outset was primarily about the outcomes Newcastle 
was trying to achieve,” Ney says. 

“In order to get a project from a ‘good idea’ to 
running on the ground, you not only need design, 
engineering, and construction expertise, but the 
ability to communicate complex technical issues on 
a non-technical level, so that all stakeholders can 
understand what decisions will mean for everyone 
concerned.” 

“Our job is to help people through all of the ‘hard 
stuff’ and help our clients realise the opportunity.” 
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NEWCASTLE LIGHT RAIL:
The light rail runs from Newcastle Interchange 
at Wickham to Pacific Park in Newcastle East.

1,200 6
People per hour: 

2.7km
       Length: 

Number of stops: 
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