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East-West radio relay system from Northam in Western Australia to Port Pirie in South 

Australia. 

Keywords: History of Australian Telecommunications, East-West Radio Relay System, GEC 

Australia, GEC-AEI Telecommunications, John A. Lush 

 

Introduction:  
Today Australians are largely immune to the challenges that “the tyranny of distance” 

presented to their forebears only a generation ago. The inability to access telecommunications 

services due to terrestrial isolation has largely been overcome with technological advances. 

Now there is an insatiable appetite for bandwidth everywhere in Australia and the optical fibre 

systems installed between Perth and Adelaide are capable of supporting millions of equivalent 

voice circuits.  

Until the late 1960s, the East-West link between Adelaide and Perth used voice frequency 

telegraphy and HF transceivers to provide a limited number of voice circuits across the 

Nullarbor Plain. The Postmaster General’s Department (now Telstra) called for world-wide 

tenders closing in January 1966 (Figure 1), for the supply and installation of a broadband 

communication system linking the broadband networks of Eastern and Western Australia 

(“Broadband Communications System”, 1965). 

The tender schedule specified a microwave radio system, but also set out the requirements 

for a co-axial cable system as an alternative. Furthermore, the tender invited other system 

solutions that the tenderer might consider suitable. The route distance was around 2,400 

kilometres and most terrestrial sites would be off the mains power grid. Therefore, reliability 
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in passively cooled equipment shelters and low power consumption were prime 

considerations. 

Twenty-eight companies were invited to tender for a 60-hop system from Northam in Western 

Australia to Port Pirie in South Australia. They were to provide 1+1 both-way, 600-circuit 

telephony bearers, capable of carrying television on the standby bearer on an occasional basis. 

The system had to cater for the possible expansion of up to six radio bearers in either direction, 

which influenced the design of tower, shelter and power requirements. 

 
Figure 1. Notice of the call for tenders (“Broadband Communications System”, 1965) 

 
Figure 2. Notice of commencement of work (“Survey”, 1967) 

Survey work on the route began in 1967 (Figure 2). The General Electric Co. of Australia Ltd 

(GEC Australia) (Figure 5) won the tender. The historic paper (Richards & Donovan, 1971) 

describes how GEC Australia enlisted the help of GEC-AEI Telecommunications Ltd to 
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prepare the tender submission, manage the UK post-contract organisation, and to liaise with 

GEC Australia on the Australian post-contract organisation, delivery and commissioning. 

At the time, it was the largest broadband microwave project ever undertaken by the 

Postmaster General’s Department. The total cost of the system was around $11 million which 

is equivalent to $140 million today (March 2024).  

The historic paper is unique in that it provides details on project management that would 

normally be kept confidential to the tenderer. Aspects such as pre-tender investigations, post-

contract organisation, communications and training are discussed in depth. This is typical of 

times when technical achievements were shared amongst the industry and before competitive 

advantage closed the door to publication in journals such as this. 

I would also like to draw the reader’s attention to the other excellent technical papers on the 

East-West Radio Relay System which appeared in this Special Issue (Figure 3) of Volume 21, 

Number 1, 1971 of the Telecommunication Journal of Australia, as follows (Figure 4): 

• A.P.O. Project Management – pp. 8–15  
• Testing the Prototype Equipment – pp. 16–23 
• The Design and Development of the Radio and Associated Equipment – pp. 24–52 
• Installation and Commissioning Requirements – pp. 53–58 
• Stressed Rock-Anchor Antenna-Support Towers – pp. 59–62 
• Thermal Design of Naturally Cooled Repeater Shelters – pp. 63–64 
• Environmentally Controlled Equipment Shelters – pp. 66–71 
• Antennas and Feeders – pp. 72–79 
• Power Plant – pp. 80–94 
• Service Aspects of the Radio System – pp. 95–98 
• Operations and Maintenance – pp. 99–100 

Dedication 
This historic paper reprint is dedicated to John A. Lush (18 February 1947 – 28 December 

2023) who came to Australia in 1969 as part of the GEC East-West project team. John settled 

in Australia and went on to a distinguished career in telecommunications at Telecom 

Australia, Andrew Antennas and LSE Technology. 
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Figure 3. The cover of the TJA special issue on the East-West Microwave link, February 1971 
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Figure 4. The Table of Contents of the TJA special issue on the East-West Microwave link, February 1971 
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The Historic Paper 
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Figure 5. The GEC Australia advertisement that appeared in the TJA, 21(1), February 1971, 108–109 
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