
  

 
 

 

 

 

 
 

 
 

 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

  

  
  

 

  
  

 

Why Fremantle 
can’t handle 

the long-term
freight task alone 
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Fremantle presents 
a unique challenge 
for Westport 

Infrastructure Australia, whose 
infrastructure assessment process 
Westport is following, requires 
projects to look at optimising 
existing infrastructure as the frst 
step before building anything new. 

It is accepted that the Inner Harbour 
is operating well below its berth or 
shipping capacity, so an assumption 
can be made that Fremantle should 
remain Perth’s primary container port 
well into the future. Why spend 
billions of dollars on a new port if 
it’s not needed? 

But Westport’s investigations 
outlined in this Beacon show 
a more complex picture. 

It may surprise many people to see that a stand-alone 
Fremantle option has not made Westport’s shortlist 
of fve options. Why not? 

BUT BEFORE WE BEGIN, it is very important to point out that while 
Westport’s work shows Fremantle won’t remain Perth’s stand-alone 
container port for the long-term, the Inner Harbour will continue to be 
Perth’s primary container port until the new port is established. 
Westport is now working on the trigger points and timings around 
when new infrastructure, including the new port, will be required. 
A major focus of this work will be identifying the community’stolerance 
levels for increasing amenity impacts, such as traffc congestion and 
rail noise, as well as industry’s willingness to change their operating 
practices. However, building a new port takes time and it may take up 
to a decade to deliver. 

Additionally, it should be noted that 
Fremantle Ports’ jurisdiction includes 
both the Inner and Outer Harbours. 
It is envisioned that any new port 
facility would remain under the 
management of Fremantle Ports. 

1 



  
 

 

 
 

 
  

 
 

  
 

  
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
    

 
 
  

 
 

 
  

 

Defning the Inner Harbour’s capacity 

The Fremantle Inner Harbour has been, and continues to be, an important economic asset 
for Western Australia since it frst offcially opened on 4 May 1897. Thanks to the visionary 
foresight and design work of State Engineer C.Y. O’Connor, the Inner Harbour has 
serviced the freight needs of Perth and surrounding regions for more than 120 years. 

Over the years, the Fremantle Inner Harbour has 
undergone many enhancements and upgrades as 
shipping trends and trades changed. It most 
signifcantly played a pioneering role for Australia 
when the international shipping container trade 
commenced 50 years ago in 1969. While the Inner 
Harbour itself has been able to adapt as required 
and continues to be one of Australia’s most effcient 
container-handling ports, external factors outside 
of the port’s control are likely to impact on the extent 
it is able to grow and operate effciently. The prime 
coastal and riverfront land surrounding the port has 
become increasingly populated with residential 
development. While a positive for the area, this growing 
population has not only constrained the ability of the 
port to grow, it has led to vast increases in the number 
of passenger vehicles sharing the port’s feeder roads 
with freight vehicles. Meanwhile, commuter trains have 
limited the number of freight trains that can cross the 
shared rail bridge to the port each day. 

A comprehensive report by an independent consultancy 
in 2014, suggested that the capacity of the Inner 
Harbour could reach 2.1 million TEU (containers) 
without requiring major works to the port itself, but with 
some improvement in the heavy vehicle corridor serving 
it. With the Inner Harbour currently only handling just 
over a third of that amount – 770,000 TEU in 2017/18 – 
it would be easy to assume that the port’s capacity 
would be adequate for many decades to come. 

Diagram 1: Inner Harbour current state 

Westport reviewed and accepted the fndings of the  
2014 report – there is no argument that Inner Harbour  
berths have the capacity to handle large increases in  
container volumes. However, the 2014 report, along  
with earlier reports, failed to offer a suffcient analysis  
of the wider freight supply chains necessary to ensure  
the port’s longevity – particularly the road and rail  
links that move cargo to and from the port. Westport’s  
investigations have identifed that these links are,   
in fact, the major constraints for the Inner Harbour,  
and will reach their capacity by the mid-2030s. 

To ensure the best use of limited infrastructure  
funding dollars, it is important that Western Australia  
invests in assets that will be sustainable for the  
long-term. So, Westport is planning for a port that can  
handle between 3.8 million TEU and 5.4 million TEU  
by 2068. Even if the Inner Harbour can accommodate  
the previously mentioned 2.1 million TEU, that still  
leaves it several million containers short of where it  
needs to be in the long-term.  

So, to determine whether the Inner Harbour could  
meet Perth’s long-term freight needs as a stand-alone  
port, Westport investigated and then assessed in  
MCA-1: 

•  the scalability of the port’s footprint; 

•  current and maximum road capacity; 

•  current and maximum rail capacity; 

•  other modes of transport that could be used; 

•  supply chain operational enhancements; 

•  likely social and amenity impacts on surrounding  
communities; and 

•  estimated capital expenditure. 
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Enhancing the Inner Harbour’s capacity 

Assuming the supply chain constraints could be addressed, expanding the Inner 
Harbour’s berth-face capacity from 2.1 million TEU to handle between 3.8 million and 
5.4 million TEU would also pose signifcant challenges. As with all options, it would need 
to accommodate many more ships and require water depths of up to 18 metres to handle 
the big ships of the future, as well as the ability to increase its throughput if container 
growth exceeds the forecasts. 

Westport’s team, along with Fremantle  
Ports, determined that Fremantle  
could potentially reach a capacity   
of 3.8 million TEU if the following  
enhancements, as depicted in  
Diagram 2, were made: 

•  an expanded port footprint, as  
depicted by the green shaded area  
in Diagram 2 to the left, including  
an inflled Rous Head Harbour; 

•  modifcations to the existing   
berths along the Swan River; 

•  additional deep-water berths  
constructed along the ocean-side  
north-west coast of North Mole  
(the Swan River berths cannot  
effciently reach a depth of 18m); 

•  dredging for these new   
deep berths; and 

•  a breakwater built in parallel   
to the North Mole ocean berths   
to protect them from waves and  
currents. 

Diagram 2: Expanded Inner Harbour footprint to handle 3.8 million TEU 
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