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Friends of the Bendigo-Kilmore Rail Trail AGM
18 October 2016.

President’s Report

It is my pleasure to report to this, the seventh Annual General Meeting of the Friends 
of the Bendigo-Kilmore Rail Trail. 

The year 2015-16 has been a highlight 12 months for many reasons. It has been six and 
half years since the Friends of the Bendigo-Kilmore Rail Trail group was formed, in an 
attempt to lift the O’Keefe Rail Trail out of its then sad state of neglect.

By named the group as the ‘Friends of the Bendigo-Kilmore Rail Trail’ in 2009, it was 
believed that this would challenge certain preconceived views and highlighted the 
possibilities.

Support for the trail was gained from the City of Greater Bendigo managers and 
Councillors in late 2009. As is often said, much water has gone under the bridge since 
2009; in fact a great deal of a lot of flood water has gone under many bridges this year! 

Bendigo East member, Jacinta Allan MLA gave support, as Jacinta saw the Friends’ 
vision had community support as well as benefits to this region. The Council 
management and Regional Development Victoria struck an agreement in early 2010, 
providing $3.22M over four years (reality would see it as five years), and the O’Keefe 
trail project formally commenced on 1st July 2010. 

Definitely a significant funding amount if spent over one year, yet the local Council 
component was equivalent to about $244,000 per year, which many of Council’s yearly 
budgeted CapEx projects exceed such amount, yet provide no future financial returns 
to business or the community. 

The Past Year (2015-2016)

After much effort, planning, community consultations, land related issues, trail and 
bridge construction, the continuous O’Keefe trail was available for use on the 15th May 
2015. For those who had been waiting, many here tonight are amongst them, it 
couldn’t have come soon enough. Many points of interest along the trail were now 
easily explored by trail users, some features not seen by the general public since the 
passenger train service closed in 1941.



Businesses along the trail are experiencing early signs of trail related support, even 
though the trail exposure and marketing are in the early roll out stages. This financial 
year is expected to have a new linking trail being constructed into the Heathcote’s 
High Street commercial area by Council. This will improve the O’Keefe trail’s access to 
commercial businesses and provide improved awareness for visitors from Melbourne 
and eastern Victoria. The Axedale Tavern has recently announced proposed expansion 
plans, including accommodation; I can’t help feeling that the O’Keefe Rail Trail is 
influencing such decisions.

Official Opening of the Trail

The official opening of the extended O’Keefe Rail Trail occurred on 21 December 2015. 
That day had been a long time coming, and the support of a large attendance from the 
community was evident at the opening ceremony. 

Fittingly, Minister Jacinta Allan together with City of Greater Bendigo Mayor Rod Fyffe 
performed the official duties. Both spoke highly of the benefits that the trail would 
bring to the region and small businesses. The Friends group’s effort to focus 
community support was highlighted, as was the trail support by various community 
groups such as the Heathcote Lions Club.

Along with other Bendigo community organisations and companies, the Heathcote 
Lions Club has been a strong supporter of the O’Keefe Rail Trail. Its members 
understand what this trail will do for its small town’s businesses, as well as providing 
an easily accessible recreational facility for the local community.

To have the official opening of the trail to take place in front of the Heathcote Lions 
Club’s funded new Rail Trail Shelter; this was a fitting way to showcase the important 
contribution made by the local community.

Future Planning
This year 2016 has advanced the vision of extending the O’Keefe Rail Trail from 
Heathcote to Wallan and into Melbourne’s northern suburbs.

With the support of the member for East Bendigo Jacinta Allan MLA, the State 
Government, the Mitchell Shire Council, and the City of Greater Bendigo Council, 
funding has been made available for the $180,000 a feasibility study into the ‘Wallan 
to Heathcote Rail Trail’ proposal. This will be key to progressing the vision of 
connecting central Victoria’s regional trail network into the Melbourne metropolitan 
trail network. Yes, this is a big picture vision!

The tender for this feasibility study was awarded to Bendigo based RM Consulting 
Group (RMCG), and tonight we will hear from RMCG representatives as guest 
speakers. The Friends group, Mitchell Bicycle User Group (MBUG), Mitchell Shire and 



City of Greater Bendigo councils have representatives on the study’s Steering 
Committee. Friends’ member Lindsay Clay is thanked for his involvement with that 
committee, as well as his and Les Lewis’s commitment to doing background work that 
is assisting this study.

The Bendigo Bushland Trail, circling Bendigo as the ‘City in the Forest’, is a connecting 
trail to the O’Keefe Rail Trail. Unfortunately this Bushland trail has been forgotten by 
the governments responsible for it. The Friends Planning Action Team has instigated a 
review of the Bendigo Bushland Trail in 2015-16, and then developed a proposal to 
upgrade and extend this currently low quality trail. Discussions have taken place with 
this trail’s responsible managers, Parks Victoria and City of Greater Bendigo, and we 
are hopeful that changes can be implemented in 2017 

The efforts of the Planning Team members Lindsay Clay, Rob Jarvis and Les Lewis are 
to be congratulated, and I hope your efforts are rewarded...on the ground.

Projects  
Much of the O’Keefe trail related project activity has been driven by the enthusiastic 
members of the Friends of the Bendigo-Kilmore Rail Trail’s Project Action Team. Such 
projects can be summarised as -

Station Name Boards
Finalisation of the Friends ‘Station Name Board’ project, signs that highlight former 
railway station sites along the trail, took place earlier in 2016. This was with the 
installation of the sign recognising the former Knowsley Station site. 

‘Whistle Post’ Signs 
The O’Keefe Rail Trail’s iconic railway ‘Whistle Post’ signs are there to identify the trail 
and name the road crossings. Ten new timber ‘whistle post’ signs were made, painted, 
then installed by the Friends. This would not have happened without the efforts of 
team member Ken Hanson, the assistance from the Bendigo RSL Men’s Shed, plus the 
City of Greater Bendigo. 

Outdoor Furniture
Two new O’Keefe trail table-seat units plus four bike racks were installed in the 
Junortoun area by the Friends Project team during the past year.

This was assisted by direct support from the Strathfieldsaye and Districts Community 
Enterprise, and CVGT Australia, who are both thanked for their continuing direct 
support for the O’Keefe Rail Trail.  

Three additional table-seat units have just been ordered, for placement on the O’Keefe 
trail.  This new infrastructure is possible due to funding provided by Mandalay 
Resources P/L, the Heathcote Lions Club, as well as our Friends group.



Mile Marker Posts
No doubt you have noted the twenty seven replica railway white concrete ‘mile 
marker’ posts along the O’Keefe Rail Trail (Heathcote to Bendigo). These posts have 
been made and installed by the Friends members. So why has Project team member 
Ken Hanson now made an additional twenty seven ‘mile marker’ posts during 2016? 

While the post moulds were still functional plus concrete being available, Ken decided 
to cast the additional mile posts needed for the Heathcote to Wallan section. A bit pre 
emptive you might say, perhaps Ken’s crystal ball is telling him something that many 
others are not aware of! So, the trail extension to Wallan now has to happen, 
otherwise what are we going to do with all these extra concrete marker posts?  

Railway Signal Masts and Gates
 The Friends group has wanted to reinstall some original Victorian Railway signal masts 
along the O’Keefe Rail Trail. Not only would these provide visual links to the former 
railway, educate younger generations about these historical mechanical devices, there 
are trail users attracted to seeking out elements of former railway infrastructure. The 
Friends group has now secured ownership of 21 original signal masts or part masts, 
which the Project Team plans to restore and install at a number of former station sites 
in the future.

A set of original railway gates have been allocated to the Friends group, by Public 
Transport Victoria, and are currently under restoration. It is expected that these will be 
installed at a former station site on the O’Keefe trail in 2017.
 
The Project Team would not effectively function without the enthusiastic efforts of 
Ken Hanson, ably assistance by members Steve Boswell, Mal Ward and Rob Nelson.

Activities  
The Friends’ Activities Action Team assists to strike a balance between volunteer work 
and social interaction. A range of social and community activities have been 
coordinating over the past 13 months, and these have included -

 Craigieburn to Southern Cross Stn member ride – Sept 2015
 Ride2Work - information stand, Bendigo – Oct 2015
 Murray to Mountains Rail Trail member ride – Oct 2015
 Axedale primary School’s ‘Bike Hike’ (Great Victorian Rail Trail) assist –Oct 2015
 ‘Super Sunday’ Recreational Count involvement - Nov 2015
 Heathcote Community Market – info stand with FreeWheeling Fun – Nov 2015
 End of Year Ride and Lunch to Heathcote for members – Nov 2015
 White Ribbon Day March - participation – Nov 2015
 Great Victorian Bike Ride – O’Keefe trail info stand – Nov/Dec 2015
 Great Victorian Bike Ride – provide marshals for rail trail – Nov/Dec 2015
 O’Keefe Rail Trail official opening – Dec 2015



 Jayco Herald Sun Tour – marshalling – Feb 2016
 Heathcote Community Games - ‘Fazzi-on-Tour’ ride - Feb 2016
 ‘Super Tuesday’ Bike Count involvement - Mar 2016
 Clean Up O’Keefe Rail Trail month - by members - Mar 2016
 Maribyrnong River Trail (Melbourne) member ride – Apr 2016
 O’Keefe Rail Trail Marathon involvement – May 2016
 Bendigo Bushland Trail member ride – May 2016
 O’Keefe Rail Trail member ride – Jul 2016
 MBUG ride in Bendigo – participation - July 2016
 National Tree Planting Day participation - July 2016
 Ride2Work information stand, Bendigo – Oct 2015

Another week of riding rail trails in Gippsland by members will take place next week. 
My thanks go to the Activities Action Team, especially to members Jill Russell, Greg 
Ralton, and David Crocker, for your organisational planning skills, contributions and 
involvement.

Communications
One of the core functions of the Friends group is to inform the public, businesses and 
governments of the group’s activities, goals and vision. The Communications Action 
Team uses media releases, radio and TV news interviews, plus social media to assist 
with the information flow. 

In 2016, the Communications Action Team decided upon a new initiative, to produce 
information videos and post these on YouTube. Team members Adam Cornish and 
Janet Brown are thanked for their efforts, with nine episodes of O’Keefe Rail Trail TV 
having been produced to date, and episode 10 is expected to be posted within days. 

Research
With the investigative efforts of the Research Action Team continuing, additional 
history relating to the former railway, general public infrastructure, geology, plus 
fauna and flora points of interest, are being collected.

With the current City of Greater Bendigo council’s budget funding interpretive signage 
for the O’Keefe Rail Trail, the Friends group looks forward to assisting the Council 
implement and install a number of interpretive signs along the trail. It is envisaged that 
technology such as QR codes, web storage, smart device apps may also be utilised to 
provide different levels of access, so adding another feature for the popularity of the 
trail. 

Thank you to team members Kevin Crockett and Greg Ralton for your efforts, plus to 
the Bendigo Field Naturalists Club for their specialised assistance.



In Conclusion
A milestone occurred during the past 12 months, for both the O’Keefe Rail Trail and 
the Friends of the Bendigo-Kilmore Rail Trail. The 49kms long O’Keefe Rail Trail is now 
officially opened, between Heathcote and Bendigo. Who would have thought this 
would have occurred so soon, back in 2009, yet this just did not happen automatically! 
The support of the City of Greater Bendigo Council staff, particularly Brett Martini, 
Michelle Steadman, Cameron Allison and Pat Connolly has assisted to bring the rail 
trail project to completion and ongoing trail upgrades and maintenance where 
required. It has been Council’s construction contractors, particularly Monigatti 
Bendigo, and Open Infrastructure Aust P/L that have helped to take the planning into a 
reality.

To the Mitchell Shire Council, your decision to allocate funding to the current 
feasibility study was a pivotal point for the future vision for this rail trail.  Jacinta Allan 
MLA, your support and understanding of the benefits of such trails to regional Victoria 
is to be commended, plus the feasibility study funding committed by the Victorian 
State Government.  

My thanks go to the Friends executive members, Les Lewis, Mal Ward and Colin 
Campbell for carrying out their roles with such enthusiasm. The general members, who 
step forward and become directly involved in a number of volunteer projects and 
community interaction, thank you. Your continuing involvement is truly amazing; your 
willingness to freely give of your time should be appreciated by all who now use this 
trail and into the future. Volunteering is a wonderful thing to see in action. 

While trail related businesses, existing or those emerging move forward to capture a 
slice of this trail’s economics, many people wait in anticipation for the outcomes of the 
current feasibility study. The challenge to link regional trails into network and to 
connect such into Melbourne’s trail network is achievable and is just over the horizon 
we believe.

Let’s keep this vision in the minds of the community and our government 
representatives, as its implementation will have significant future benefits for regional 
Victoria. 

Garry Long
President 


