INTRODUCTION

In the 12 months to May 2000 five of Tranz Rail’s workers died at work.  
Nigel Cooper worked on the Arahura ferry. He was killed in May 1999 during a safety training exercise when a poorly maintained hook slipped dropping a rescue boat 15 metres into the sea.  Tranz Rail pleaded guilty to failing to minimize harm to seafarers and was fined $37 500.  Three others were also in the boat. Two of them received spinal injuries. 

Graham White died in a head on collision between two trains in October 1999. He was the driver of one of the trains; the other driver David Mckie suffered serious head injuries.  The Rail Maritime and Transport Union blamed the accident on the use of the Track Warrant Control system, which was prone to human error. They said Tranz Rail should introduce Automatic Track Protection which would stop trains if they went on tracks they were not supposed to be on.  An Occupational Health and Safety investigation also found fault with the TWC system.

Ambrose Manaia was killed in a collision between a truck and the shunt engine he was riding on in March 2000. The accident could have been prevented had there been some signal to the truck driver that shunting was taking place.

Neil Faithful killed in April 2000. A wagon left the tracks and fell on him at Woolston Railway yards.  That day was meant to be his day off but staff numbers were short so he went to work to do his bosses a favour.

Robert Burt died in May 2000. He fell from a train and was caught under it while shunting at the Middleton freight depot in Christchurch.  Robert was the fifth worker to die at Tranz Rail in twelve months.

According to the New Zealand Herald there were 32 railway workers killed in the 20 years before the inquiry, of those 16 occurred in the seven years after privatisation.

On 28 June 2000 the Minister of Labour, Margaret Wilson, announced the formation of a Ministerial inquiry into Tranz Rail’s health and safety.  The RMTU had been pressuring the Government for an inquiry for some time before this.  The change of Government and the appointment of Margaret Wilson as Minister of Labour, combined with two deaths in a very short period of time, provided the impetus to launch an inquiry.
How did we let this happen?

A number of factors created an environment where rail, a naturally dangerous industry, was rundown. Capital expenditure was extremely low, there were greater demands on fewer workers, and there was inadequate regulation of health and safety. This rundown led to five worker deaths in a year. 

Historical development of rail:

Rail’s historical development can be traced back to the 1860s. Over time the way society viewed rail, and the way it treated rail, changed.  From the mid twentieth century rail fell into a gradual yet inevitable decline.  It was this decline that ultimately caused the events that culminated in the Tranz Rail Inquiry.

The story of rail is best approached by dividing its development five eras of rail in New Zealand:

· 1863-1953- Growth and expansion  

During this period rail was the key piece of infrastructure in New Zealand. It opened up the country to settlement, transported goods to the ports for export, moved people around the country, provided a lifeline for remote communities, became the country’s biggest employer, and during the wars it was a major part of the war effort.

· 1953-1983- Protected from competition
During this period road and air became serious competitors with rail. Cars  became the primary means of private transport.  Rail was insulated from this competition by heavy Government regulation. However various papers and reports started to shift policy.  The public’s love for cars and a strong road transport lobby were gradually moving Government policy to favour road transport. The Government had a vested interest in rail and needed it to continue as the primary freight provider for the time being.  Rail was still a strategic asset.  

The Auckland that Might Have Been:

An example of the shift of Government policy is the development of Auckland in the 1940s and 1950s.  The Ministry of Works, under the first Labour Government, designed a plan for Auckland that envisaged a much greater reliance on rail; the network would bear a greater resemblance to Wellington, with an emphasis on public transport rather than roads.  However the plan was slow to be implemented and was scrapped by the National Government when it came to power.

The Nelson Line closure: 

In August 1955 the Government announced that it planned to close the Nelson railway.  There was a strong road transport lobby that was in favour of the closure, it was headed by Newman Brothers and Transport Nelson Ltd. Despite the outcry from the Nelson community and its attempts to prevent the closure, the Government decided to proceed with closing and demolishing the railway.  A group of Nelson women organised by Ruth Page and Sonja Davies formed a group to find alternative ways to prevent the destruction.  The meeting decided to go to the station and sit on the lines to delay the demolition.  After 6 days the women were arrested. The line was demolished but the events had attracted worldwide attention and caused the Government considerable embarrassment.

· 1983-1993- Deregulation and preparation for sale  

From 1983 the regulations protecting rail were removed. Road quickly became the dominant freight mover in the country.  Government policy had moved to a point where rail was no longer an important state asset and plans were formulated to ready it for sale.  Extensive social and economic reform took place including corporatisation and privatisation of Government assets.  The Unions had less power to influence the way rail treated its employees.  The Government excluded rail employees from coverage under the Health and Safety in Employment Act 1992. This put the industry in a position where it did not face the same health and safety standards that other workplaces did, rail was exempt from them.

The Save Rail Campaign:

In 1983, while in opposition, the Labour Party in cooperation with the Unions launched the “Save Rail” campaign which was lead by Richard Prebble.  A march in Christchurch was attended by several thousand rail workers and the campaign gained extensive publicity.  Prior to the 1984 election Prebble toured the country promising to save rail if elected.  The Unions put a lot of money and support in to Labour’s election campaign. However, on coming to power Prebble proceeded with the neoliberal reforms that cost thousands of workers’ jobs and led inevitably to the sale of rail.

· 1993-2000- Private ownership and the rundown of rail  

In 1993 New Zealand Rail Ltd was sold to a consortium of Fay Richwhite, Wisconsin Central Transportation Corporation and Berkshire Partners for $328.3 million.  Under private ownership capital investment in rail declined. Staff numbers were cut dramatically.  The toll on workers rose.  Out of public control, rail was now developed only in the interests of profit. Rail was judged solely by its efficiency and productivity, worker safety and social value were marginalised. The union was kept at arm’s length by both Tranz Rail and the Government departments responsible for rail safety.  There were a series of memorandums of understanding that regulated how those groups interacted but they were kept secret from RMTU.  The union tried to access Tranz Rail’s safety system but never got to see it.

· 2000 The Tranz Rail Inquiry
In 1999 a Labour government was elected and Margaret Wilson became Minister of Labour.  After the death of two Tranz Rail workers in quick succession the Rail and Maritime Transport Workers’ Union had the evidence it needed to force an inquiry into the company’s health and safety system.  The inquiry was not a trial and was not concerned with apportioning blame. Rather it sought to examine the factors that contributed to the poor safety record and suggest possible changes.  The report’s key recommendations were that Tranz Rail’s rail workers should be included in the coverage of the Health and Safety in Employment Act and that Tranz Rail’s approved safety system should be a public document.  The report fundamentally changed health and safety within Tranz Rail. It fostered a commitment by the RMTU and Tranz Rail to work together on health and safety issues.

· 2000-2008- Progress after the inquiry  

After the Tranz Rail inquiry, and the exit of the original shareholders, safety improved as did employer-union cooperation.  The Government moved to reacquire rail, first the network and later the business.   The events of the 1980s and early 1990s had deflated public confidence in the political process.  In this environment transport safety policy was hardly likely to gather much public attention in the absence of dramatic events.  However, the growing international acceptance of sustainability and environmental issues meant rail began to be seen as an important strategic asset again.  During this period significant improvements to worker safety were achieved. Rail workers were included in the coverage of the Health and Safety in Employment Act.

· 2008 on- New Government  

It is uncertain what direction the new Government will take with rail. The Minister of Transport has stated that rail will be expected to produce a profit in the near future.  Government spending is increasingly constrained in non-priority areas.  The new Government has not yet replicated or replaced Labour’s sustainable transport policies. This could have implications for rail.

Governance of New Zealand Rail

	1876-1880
	Public Works Department

	1880-1889
	Railways Department

	1889-1894
	Railways Corporation

	1894-1925
	Railways Department

	1925-1928
	Railways Board of Management

	1928-1931
	Railways Department

	1931-1936
	Railways Board

	1936-1953
	Railways Department

	1953-1956
	Railways Commission

	1956-1982
	Railways Department

	1982-1990
	Railways Corporation

	1990-1995
	New Zealand Rail Ltd

	1995-2003
	Tranz Rail Ltd

	2003-2008
	Toll NZ Ltd

	2008 on
	KiwiRail (ONTRACK)


Rail Network at its peak in 1953 

Rail Network today
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TIMELINE

1850

1850s- The first tramways were constructed in the form of bush tramways laid on wooden rails and powered by teams of horses.

1860

1860s- Provincial Governments and private landowners began constructing railway lines.

1861- The Canterbury Provincial Council began work on a railway tunnel to connect Christchurch and the port of Lyttelton. The project took six years to complete.

1862- Nelson opened its horse-powered Dun Mountain Railway. It was officially New Zealand’s first railway.

1863- The first locomotive in New Zealand to raise steam was the locomotive intended to drive Southland province’s wooden railway. The line was planned to give access to the Wakatipu goldfields. However it was not opened until 1867.

1863- A line to Ferrymead from Christchurch was opened. This was the New Zealand’s first locomotive powered, public railway.

1867- The Lyttelton tunnel was officially opened. It was then one of the longest tunnels in the world stretching 2.6 km.

1870

1870- New Zealand had 74km of rail, all in the East and South of the South Island.

June 1870- Colonial Treasurer Julius Vogel announced a public works programme that would build more than a thousand miles of rail and borrow 10 million pounds over 10 years.
1871- Steam was first used on bush railways.

1872- John Brogden and Sons, a British contracting firm brought 2172 British immigrants over to work on the railway on two year long contracts. Many of Brogden’s “navies” skipped out on the job. 

1878- The Rimutaka Incline was opened. It was the most challenging project of the 1870s
1879- The Christchurch to Invercargill Railway was opened.  It was New Zealand’s first main trunk railway

1879- The South Island Railway Commissioner William Conyers was gravely injured at festivities in Invercargill. He was struck on the head by a passing water tank while leaning from the locomotive cab.  He survived but never returned to work.

1880

1880- 266 staff were fired due to the Long Depression and a Royal Commission report condemning the Railways Department for “useless expenditure”.  However by the end of the year 1674 jobless men were working on rail projects as part of the Government’s public works unemployment scheme.

1880s – The Department began to provide rental housing for stationmasters and other permanent staff in areas with limited private accommodation.

1880- New Zealand Railways was operating 1900 km of track and carrying 3 million passengers a year. It was also hauling 830 000 tons of freight annually.  The 80s and 90s saw improvements to rail infrastructure including track improvements, better stations and new, bigger engines.  However Rail’s business was in a state of decline due to the depression and low returns.

1880- Progress on the North Island main trunk had extended to the edge of the King Country. This final hurdle would take another 28 years to overcome.  

1882- The first railway union was formed. However it disappeared soon due to hostile attitudes from Government and the railways commissioners.
1884- John Rochfort completed the surveying of the proposed middle route for North Island Main Trunk Line which would become the chosen path.  Charles Hursthouse surveyed the suggested Waikato-Taranaki route while Mr Holmes and Mr Carkeek explored other routes.  Rochfort was forced back at gun point three times during the survey by Kingitanga Maori and he was held captive for three days at one point. However, after meeting with Mahanui and Rewi Maniapoto, Rochfort was finally able to complete the surveying under the protective mana of the chiefs.


1885- Politicians and Maori leaders “turned the first sod”, of the central section of what would become the North Island main trunk, after an important agreement with Ngati Maniapoto leaders to open up King Country to rail development.

1886- The amalgamated Society of Railway Servants was formed (ASRS). It later became the National Union of Railwaymen (NUR).

1889- The Railways Corporation was created in the first of five attempts to separate rail from direct government control.  The corporation lasted until 1894.

1890

[image: image4.bmp]1891- The First Liberal Government took power. It was the first responsible government in New Zealand politics organised along party lines. It remained in power till 1912.

1891- New Zealand Rail had 4 523 employees.

1892- The cooperative system of labour was introduced for workers constructing the main trunk.  To cut out private contractors, the Government offered work on sections of track directly to work gangs.

1894- The ASRS gained official Government recognition.  It soon gained pay increases, fewer working hours and one week’s annual paid leave.

1896- NZR implemented an employee classification system that linked promotion and pay to length of service.

1897- Railway achieved a return of over 3 percent and this marked the beginning of another boom in railway growth.

1898- The Railways Department became increasingly concerned about the safety deficiencies in rail.
1899- A collision at Raikaia station killed 4 people and injured 40.  This accident highlighted the lack of stopping power in the locomotive fleet.

1900

1900-1902- In response to safety concerns and the collision at Rakaia station all rolling stock were fitted with a modern braking system and the signal system was significantly improved. 

1902- The Government Railways Superannuation Fund Act was passed, the first employee fund to be established as a true compensation scheme.

1902- The Government Railways Superannuation Fund was launched; it was the first employee fund to be established as a true compensation scheme and became the blueprint for later state sector pension schemes.  The advances made in NZR workers’ position somewhat isolated them from the larger labour movement, and this contributed to the strong sense of identity in the railway worker community.

1902- Wages to second division members increased, a cadet’s annual pay rose from 30 in 1895 pound to 40 pounds.

1903- The first geared “lokeys” were imported from the USA to traverse the increasingly difficult bush tramways, New Zealand made versions soon emerged (Te Ara, 2009).

 1906-The final push to complete the North Island Main Trunk saw the workforce increase to 2700 people (Atkinson, 2007).

1908- By May only 24 km of the North Island Main Trunk remained incomplete, there was a great rush to finish it by August to allow a special parliamentary train to Auckland to allow politicians to meet the US Navy “Great White Fleet” in Auckland (Ontrack, 2009).

1908- The North Island Main Trunk Line was officially opened.  The line facilitated European settlement of the Central North Island and heralded the golden age of rail in the first half of the 20th century (Ontrack, 2009).

1908- The Engineers, Firemen and Cleaners’ Association for New Zealand (EFCA) was founded by Tim McArley. The union was opposed by ASRS and New Zealand Rail.  It would later become the LEA.

1910

1910- NZR’s profits exceed a million pounds.

1910- The EFCA gained official Government recognition.

1912- The Reform Government took power and governed till 1928.

1912- NZR had 13 523 employees.

1914- The General Manager’s initial report found that rail had outgrown it organisation and that restructuring and increases in staff were needed.  A commercial agent was appointed to focus NZR for the first time on selling transport to the public rather than running a transport system.

1914- The outbreak of WWI meant reduced passenger, freight and train mileage but also record profits due to the forced reductions in staff and maintenance. Rail was now primarily concerned with moving troupes.  By March over 1728 rail employees had enlisted and the Railways Department workshops were producing ammunition carts, limbers and machine guns as part of the war effort.
1920

1920-Rail carried over 28 million passengers annually.

1920-The new General Manager of NZR announced plans for a factory at Frankton to cut and ship houses for departmental use.  The factory opened in 1922 and produced houses until 1929. The Railways settlements remained part of rail until they were sold in 1988.

1920- The first strike by locomotive engineers occurred.  After pressuring rail for some time, it offered a pittance one shilling per day pay rise to married men.  This prompted a three day strike that ended with a three shilling per hour pay increase and a 44 hour working week.

1922- Rail built a sawmill and a house factory in Frankton to respond to housing shortages by building houses for its employees.  This led to the creation of Railways settlements, neighbourhoods solely the domain of rail employees and their families.  In the 7 years it was in operation the factory manufactured nearly 1400 houses. It was the first large scale government housing initiative and influenced the State housing scheme of the 1930s.

1923- New Zealand’s first electric railway opened – a 14km section through the Otira tunnel.

1923-A washout involving the south bound express killed 17 people.  After this trains were fitted with electric lighting.

1923- Rail was the nation’s largest employer with 15 728 employees.  Beyond the railway the Department was managing its own telegraph and telephone network, advertising studios, quarries, forests, sawmills, a housing factory and a steam boat service.

1924- The Railway Tradesmen’s Association (RTA) was formed.

1924- The new Night Limited Express train cut the journey from Auckland to Wellington to 14 hours.

1924- Rail recognised that road transport was becoming an increasingly serious competitor.

1924- The advertising studios had become a big earner for the department, doing work for rail as well as for Government agencies and private clients, it had 74 employees.

1925- The Railways Board of Management was established in the second attempt to remove direct control of rail from the government.  It lasted 3 years until 1928.

1926- The Railways Magazine was first published, originally intended as an in house communiqué and to improve staff support for railways.  It later became a prominent national, general interest magazine.

1926- In response to falling passenger numbers rail purchased several existing coach services and began running buses in several areas.

1927- The publicity branch was established and it began to actively pursue overseas and domestic tourists.

1928- The United Government took power. The United Party was formed from the remnants of the Liberal Party and held power until 1931.

1929- The Finance Act 1929 required rail to pay interest on the capital that was spent on railways.

1929- The stock market crash compounded by already falling passenger numbers meant dire times for rail.

1929- The Frankton housing factory ceased production in 1929. Supposedly because management had met its housing needs but some described the event as a victory for private housing manufacturers.

1930

1930- The great depression and stiff competition from road transport caused rail patronage to decline both from passengers and freight.  Passenger numbers dropped to their lowest in 20 years.

1931- The Liberal-Reform coalition Government came to power. It was a coalition of two of the three existing parties formed to deal with the great depression (and defeat Labour).  The coalition was in power until 1935.

1931- The Transport Licensing Act was passed, it strictly limited road transport services in an attempt to protect rail.

1931- The Railways Licensing Amendment Act 1931 partially corporatized rail by creating a five person board to control rail’s operations and staff. This meant that rail was required to make a profit.

1931- Due to the stock market crash in 1929, falling passenger numbers and new financial requirements rail cut staff numbers by 2100 between 1920 and 1931.

1933- The Railways Magazine became a general interest monthly for all New Zealanders. In the mid 1930s its circulation peaked at 26 000.

1935-The first Labour Government came into power and ushered in the era of the People’s Railway.  The end of the depression began a turnaround in rail’s fortunes that would continue until WWII.  The Labour Government lasted till 1949.

1936- The Railways Licensing Amendment Act was reversed and control of rail was returned to government. The Labour government was of the view that rail’s financial performance should not be the primary measure of its success.

1936- A 30 mile limit on all road transport operations was imposed to further protect rail.

1939- WWII took thousands of rail’s workers overseas.  Despite cuts in services, passenger numbers climbed to reach all time highs during the war.  Resources were stretched thin and coal shortages meant drastic service cuts.

1939- The New Zealand Railway group was formed. The various companies would serve mainly in North Africa, operating and extending a rail network in harsh, wartime conditions that would prove essential to the war effort in that area.

1940

1940- The New Zealand Railways Magazine ceased publication due to the need for war time economy. During its publication it was unparalleled in New Zealand as a promoter of popular literary culture having featured the work of some of the most prominent New Zealand writers of the day.

1943- Despite all rail jobs being declared essential, 6 876 rail employees were serving in the armed forces.  To fill the void, recently retired railwaymen were employed and the number of women workers increased dramatically from 627 before the war to over 2000.

1943- The Hyde disaster killed 21 passengers and injured 47. An express train left the tracks due to excessive speed around a curve.  It was found that the driver had been drinking and drove at a speed of at least 112 km/hr when the limit was 48 km/hr.

1946- The Ministry of Works published the “Auckland Corridor Plan” which was adopted by the Labour Government.  It planned to emphasise State housing in Auckland and utilise public transport, mainly an electrified rail system, as the primary means of transport in the city.  However the plan was continually delayed and was scrapped by the National government when it came into power.

1947- Workers did shifts of up to 16 hours a day, six days a week.  On their day off they would hide in their houses or take long trips to avoid being “press ganged” into overtime.

1948- The first timber mill at Mamaku was opened by rail to process timber for its use, mainly for carriage panelling.

1949- The first National Government came to power. It remained in power till 1957.


1950

1950- Rail was 3648 staff short of requirements. This brought restrictions on services and delays. It also meant that locomotives and rolling stock were not being adequately maintained and the number of engine failures rose.  Combined with unfavourable views on rail engendered by the War, this resulted in widespread low public opinion of rail.

1950- The Railways Department’s housing stock peaked at 6000 houses.

1952- From 1952 there were a series of branch closures that were strongly protested. Many small towns existed because of the railway and continued to rely on it, rail often being the biggest employer and landlord in the town.

1953- The national rail network length peaked at 5689 km.

1953- The Tangiwai disaster occurred where a lahar washed out a bridge which then collapsed when an express was crossing it. 151 people died making this the worst rail accident New Zealand had seen.

1953-The Railways Commission was established. It was the fourth attempt to remove direct control of rail from the government. This was the last attempt at corporatisation before the 1980s and lasted until 1956.

1955- The National government buried the last vestiges of the previous government’s plans for Auckland. Plans for state housing were replaced by private housing and the rail network was abandoned in favour of road.  Even the light rail network which was widely accepted as essential for Auckland’s development was quietly scrapped by National some time in the mid 1950s.

1955-In response to Government plans to close and demolish the Nelson railway a group of women, led by Ruth Page and Sonja Davies sat on the railway tracks to prevent the demolition. The protest lasted six days until they were arrested.

1957- The second Labour Government was elected, it governed till 1960.

1958- The National Airways Corporation introduced new planes on main trunk routes. Aviation began to be a major competitor to rail.

1959- Diesel locomotives were hauling over half of the train mileage run nationally.  The conversion to diesel brought substantial cost savings in the form of cheap fuel and from more powerful engines meaning fewer were necessary to haul a train.

1959- A Government White Paper was released on policy in the relationship between road and rail transport.  Most of the public comments were objections to the continuing protection of rail.  The White Paper considered the main trunk network to be essential but hinted at the superiority of road transport.  It was stated that the time had not yet come to expand the sphere of road transport.

1960

1960-The second National Government was elected. It was in power for 12 years until 1972.

1961- Livestock cartage was freed from restriction and the 30 mile limit on road transport was increased to 40 miles. This meant that road transporters were for the first time involved in line-haul operations and led to larger scale road transport.

1962- The Government purchased a ferry service between the North and South Islands. This meant the unification of the North and South Island railways. For the first time New Zealand had a unified rail national rail network.

1964- Employee numbers were 24 515.

1964-The New Zealand Automobile Association formed a secretariat for the purpose of national advocacy. Its general secretary, George Fairbairn, was the public face of motoring affairs until 2005.  It still exists though it is now known as the lobbying team.

1969- The National Development Conference was arguably the impetus for the change in NZR’s circumstances from a Government department operating in a protected industry to a corporation struggling to exist in an unregulated industry.  The conference led to the creation of a Transport Committee.

1969- The Transport Committee’s first report gave little credence to rail, it being the only major mode of transport that did not have a chapter devoted to it.

1970

1970- Due to the closure of several branch lines the railway network was significantly smaller than it had been a decade earlier.

1971- The Government initiated a transport policy study to be carried out by the US firm Wilbur Smith and Associates.

1972- The third Labour Government came to power. Its term lasted till 1975.

1972- Rail had moved in the previous decade from a haul anything, anywhere approach to more of a long distance carrier.  This was partially due to the gradual deregulation of road haulage and partially because this was the area where rail freight was most cost effective.

1972- Despite cuts in staff due to new technologies, Rail was still offering lifelong careers to those who wanted them and railway families were very much still in existence.  NZR had high quality training schools and its trainees were regularly poached by other businesses.

1974- The report commissioned by the former Government in 1971 was produced.  It claimed to be able to reduce the cost of transport to the country by $40 million per year.  It suggested removing the limits on road transport and replacing them with fees that would reflect the social utility that rail provided while maintaining a free market. 

1974- In response to the report the Government tabled a green paper in parliament. It discussed basic principles for transport policy and proposed the formation of a railways corporation.

1975-The third National Government came to power under Muldoon. It lasted 8 years.

1977- The 40 mile limit was abolished and replaced with a 150 km limit.  This opened up several key routes to competition including Auckland to Hamilton, Hamilton to Tauranga and Christchurch to Ashburton. It jeopardised an estimated 20% of rail traffic.

1977- The passenger train service between Wellington and New Plymouth was stopped and replaced with a bus service.

1979- The National Business Review predicted the demise of passenger rail by the early 1980s.

1979- Rail launched a campaign to promote better public relations and understanding of the problems it faced. A booklet called “Time for Change” was released explaining that Rail’s annual losses amounted more to subsidies as passenger fares and freight costs were both offered significantly below cost.

1980

1980- The Minister of Rail announced that a railways corporation would be established and that the 150 km limit on road haulage would continue.

1981- The New Zealand Railways Corporation Act was passed. 

1982- The railways corporation came into existence.  The Railways Department and the Interisland Ferry service became the New Zealand Railways Corporation.  

1982- A discussion paper by the Ministry of Transport called “Land Transport Licensing and Regulation” was released calling for the abolition of rail protection.

1983- The limit on road transport was removed and new entrants were allowed into the industry from June of the following year.  

1983- The Labour opposition launched a “Save Rail” campaign lead by Richard Prebble (the opposition rail spokesperson). A march was organised with several thousand rail workers in Christchurch.  However on coming to power Prebble continued the deregulation of the industry and the preparation of Rail for sale.

1983- Rail posted a profit in contrast to previous years’ deficits.  However this was largely due to conversion of Government loans to equity as part of the corporatisation and the decision to treat payment for social services provided by Rail as revenue.  In reality financial performance was no better than previous years.

1984- The fourth Labour Government was elected. It remained in power for 6 years.  

1984- A report was commissioned from the US firm Booz, Allen and Hamilton to review the efficiency and effectiveness of Rail’s operations.  The report suggested that if passenger services were to continue improvements were necessary but a disproportionate amount of management time had been spent on them.  A common finding in the report was overstaffing and it generally suggested cutting staff numbers to improve efficiency.

1985- In response to suggestions in the Booz Alan report, guards vans were removed from trains. The crew size on a train was reduced to two by removing the guard’s position.

1985- The Railways Corporation made a formal written offer to tenants of Railways houses in Ngaio. It proposed to sell the houses to them subject to secure title (secure title was not obtained until 1988).

1986- Rail’s restructuring meant the closure of the Eastown Workshops in Wanganui. Several hundred jobs were lost. 

1987- The stock market crash meant low or negative growth in the economy for the next few years.

1987- Negotiations between the LEA and Rail over the proposed move to single manning trains began.

1988- Electrification of the North Island Main Trunk between Hamilton and Palmerston North was completed costing around $250 million.

1988- The Railways Corporation announced that it would sell the remaining 2500 Railway houses.  Staff would get first option to purchase them with the remaining being offered to the Housing Corporation.

1989- A plan to prepare rail for private sale was set in place. It involved organisational, financial and cost restructuring in order to make the corporation a sellable asset.

1989- Rail attempted to implement alternative shunting procedures (ASP) at Eastown. This meant the replacement of hand signals with radio contact and reduced shunting crew numbers from five to three.  Staff refused to attend ASP training and were suspended. After a protracted battle an agreement was negotiated in September 1990.  By 1992 ASP was practiced in all large yards despite the several problems associated with it (shortcomings of the audio equipment and the high proportion of shunters not speaking English as a first language).

1989- Stone Key Investments Ltd purchased the majority of the Railways Corporation’s houses.

1989- Railway house tenants began an action against Stone Key and the Railways Corporation to prevent illegal rent rises. The proceedings ended in 1996 in favour of the tenants.

1990

1990- The fourth National Government was elected, it served till 1999.

1990- The Railways Corporation was incorporated as New Zealand Rail Limited with the aim of preparing it for private sale.  The Government wrote off about $1.2 billion of debt and injected $360 million into the new company as equity.  Staff were cut in extensive restructuring.  The land that the railway was built on along with “non-core” business (property, buses, parcel delivery, etc) was kept by the Government and the land was leased to the Company.

1991- The ROI, LEA and RTA combined to form the Combined Union of Railwaymen (CURE).

1992- The Transport Services Licensing Amendment Act (No 3) 1992 was passed which effectively exempted rail from the requirements of the Health and Safety in Employment Act.

1993- The Government announced the sale of New Zealand Rail Ltd to a consortium of Fay Richwhite, Wisconsin Central Transportation and Berkshire Partners for $328.3 million.  The Treasury was concerned that Fay Richwhite might have an unfair advantage as it was the corporation’s financial advisor but the deal went ahead.

1994- July: 7 year old Morgan Jones, a passenger on the coastal pacific train, fell under the train when a handrail on the viewing platform collapsed. He was left blind and partially paralysed. The event was highly publicised and his family eventually received compensation from Tranz Rail 2 years later after a protracted battle.

1994 – 8 September:Rail worker Neville Arthur Bell was killed when he fell from a pole that he was conducting work on.

1995- January: Erick Pickering, a rail employee, was killed in a road accident while on duty.

1995- New Zealand Rail was rebranded as Tranz Rail.

1995- 24 April: Tranz Rail employee Jack Neha was killed in a shunting accident. Tranz Rail was convicted and fined $30 000 in the District Court at Wellington, the sum was reduced to $15 000 by the High Court.
1995- July: Rail worker Bill Trouland was killed in a road accident while on duty.

1996- January: Peter Silbury, a locomotive engineer, died while on duty.

1996- Wisconsin Central and Fay Richwhite removed equity from the business totalling $322 million and then floated 31 million shares to the public.

1996- June: Murray Spence, a Tranz Rail employee, died from being hit by a train while carrying out signals maintenance beside the tracks.

1996- June: shunter Thomas Blair was killed when he fell from a ‘cowcatcher’ while shunting.

1996- Ronald Higgison, a shunter, was killed in a shunting accident in Palmerston North.

1997- Tranz Rail won the first ever Roger Award for the worst Trans National Corporation in New Zealand that year.  The judges awarded it to Tranz Rail for its “callous” and “calculated” attitude towards its workers.

1997- May: Bernie Drader was killed when he fell from a locomotive while shunting.

1997- The Tranz Rail share price peaked at $9.

1998- By June the country was in a recession and the current account deficit had grown to over 7% of GDP. Some blamed the situation on the neo-liberal reforms while those responsible for the reforms blamed it on the country not going far enough with privatisation and freeing up the market.

1998- June: Paul Kyle was killed in an accident at Tranz Rail.

1999- The fifth Labour Government was elected and served till 2008.

1999- October: Graham White, a locomotive engineer, was killed in a head on collision between two trains. An Occupational Health and Safety investigation also found most of the blame lay with the use of the Track Warrant Control system.
2000
2000- March: Tranz Rail shunter Ambrose Manaia was killed in a collision while shunting.

2000- April: Neil Faithful, a shunter working for Tranz Rail, was killed in a shunting accident at Woolston Railway yards.

2000- May: shunter Robert Burt died after falling from a train at the Middleton freight depot in Christchurch.

2000- A ministerial inquiry was launched to investigate Tranz Rail’s health and safety procedures.

2000- Tranz Rail won its second Roger award, the judges noting that Tranz Rail had killed more New Zealanders than the military deployment in East Timor.

2000-Tranz Rail’s annual report showed that its annual capital expenditure was only 22% of its 1998 size. This indicates that train and track maintenance was falling.

2000- In the previous year Tranz Rail had shed 221 full time jobs in order to improve internal efficiency. Most of these jobs were in the capital maintenance area.   Since 1993 Tranz Rail had cut over 9000 jobs.

2000-Tranz Rail announced a restructuring that would withdraw three key services: urban passenger rail in Auckland and Wellington, long distance passenger rail across the country and freight services on some branch lines to rural areas. The RMTU condemned this action describing the services as strategically, socially and economically important.

2001- Tranz Rail management, after pressure from the RMTU, conducted an audit of its DC locomotives. It was found that 43% weren’t safe and had to be removed from service.

2001- An article from sharechat.co.nz (author: Nikki Mandow) quoted Wayne Butson as saying that 30% of trains did not make it to their destination with the same locomotive up front. Wayne stated that this was “hugely demoralising for staff who are extremely committed to their jobs”.

2002- South Island drivers threatened to slow rail traffic dramatically due to safety concerns about buckling rails.  One driver, who had over 40 years experience, was reported to have stopped before every bridge to check the track first.

2002- Fay Richwhite exited, making an $87 million profit on their original investment plus $10 million in advisory fees.  Wisconsin left two weeks later making a $100 million profit as well as $8 million in advisory fees.

2002- 350 jobs were lost and track maintenance was contracted out.  This, combined with past welding mistakes, resulted in tracks buckling under heat in early 2003. A report commissioned by the LTSA found that Tranz Rail had endangered passenger lives by these decisions. The LTSA ordered Tranz Rail to rehire 92 staff and slow passenger trains.

2002- Tranz Rail won the Roger Award for the third time, being in the shortlist every year since the award’s inception.

2003- Tranz Rail issued its 5th downgrade in the 12 months to June 2003.

2003- One of the company’s shareholders stated that it needed to start making politically unpopular decisions to deal with its poor performance. Tranz Rail needed to put the Government’s social objectives to one side, “the point is that this is not a social institution.”  This received emphatic support from AXA (managed by alliance capital), the company’s biggest shareholder.

2003- Tranz Rail stock dropped to 30 cents per share as details of the company’s severe financial difficulties emerged.

2003- The Government announced that it had negotiated a Heads of Agreement with Toll to buy back the track for $1 (Ontrack, 2009). Initially it had plans to take a 35% share in the Tranz Rail which would give it effective control of the company.  The Government dropped its takeover bid to allow Toll Holdings Ltd to attempt to take over the company.
Toll failed to reach a 90% shareholding in the time limit set by the Overseas Investment Office which would allow it to compulsorily acquire the remaining shares. At the time limit Toll held around 84% of shares.

2004- Toll Holdings Ltd took over the company including its debts. Around the same time the Government announced a $75.8 million bailout that included it buying the rail network for $1, taking a 35% share in the company and giving it a $40 million cash injection.

2004- The Government and Toll concluded an agreement after lengthy negotiations.  The Government bought back the rail network for $2 (because the Government official did not have a $1 coin in his pocket). The Government agreed to spend $200 million on the network and Toll agreed to spend $100 million to upgrade rolling stock and locomotives. Toll was granted 66 years’ exclusive access subject to a use it or lose it clause.

2004- Subsequent to the purchase of the track it was vested in the New Zealand Railways Corporation and the entity began trading as “ONTRACK”.

2004- The Securities Commission filed proceedings relating to insider trading of shares in Tranz Rail Limited, it named as defendants: Midavia Rail Investments, Berkshire fund, Michael Beard, Mark Bloomer, Carl Ferenbach and David Richwhite.  This was the first time that the commission used its powers to take Court action for insider trading.

2005- The Railways Act came was passed. Its aim was to implement the recommendations of the Tranz Rail inquiry and provide a comprehensive rail safety regime.

2007- Toll took over 100 percent of the shares in the company after approval was received from the Overseas Investment Office.  It bought another 10% of shares which triggered a compulsory takeover of the remaining shares.

2007- David Richwhite and his company Midavia Rail Investments paid $20 million to settle with the Securities Commission without admitting liability on the insider trading case.  Combined with earlier settlements from other shareholders involved the total settlement sum was $27.5 million.

2008-The Government bought back the business for $665 million on July 1.  ONTRACK and KiwiRail formed a single business.

2008- The fifth National Government was elected.

2009- KiwiRail purchased the United Group Ltd in order to perform in-house maintenance of locomotives and wagons.

2009- Steven Joyce, the Minister of Transport, stated that KiwiRail would be expected to become profitable in the near future.

2010
2010- The High Court ordered that the $150,000 remaining funds from the settlement of the insider trading case should go to two charities – the Chris Cairns Foundation and the Young Enterprise Trust.

2010- The Government announced a commitment to give KiwiRail $250 million in funding in 2010 with a further $500 million being committed over the next three years in support of a planned $4.6 billion turnaround plan aimed at revitalising rail freight in New Zealand. The Government funding was offered on the condition that planners provided a compelling business case. The remainder of the money has to be generated from by KiwiRail itself. The plan received support from several major customers, including Mainfreight and Fonterra, each of which made significant investments and contributed cash backing.
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