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Project background
Two significant bushfires impacted the 
Cunningham Highway at Cunninghams 
Gap, near the top of the Main Range, in 
November and December 2019. 

Both fires resulted in damage to the 
road, roadside signage and the existing 
barriers and rockfall controls. 

The damage destabilised the World 
Heritage listed site and increased the 
likelihood of rock falls on to the road, 
causing risk to motorists. TMR took 
immediate action to clear debris and 
put in place the appropriate safety 
measures so that motorists could safely 
travel through Cunninghams Gap. TMR is 
continuing to monitor and maintain the 
site on an ongoing basis.

The Department of Transport and Main Roads (TMR) is 
working to restore parts of the Cunningham Highway at 
Cunninghams Gap. Extensive damage was incurred following 
the Southern Queensland bushfires in late 2019.
Earlier this year, comprehensive geotechnical and structural investigations of the area’s 
complex landscape were carried out to inform the design phase. The detailed design 
is planned for completion in late 2021, and will enable the procurement of a suitable 
construction contractor.

Reconstruction works will be undertaken in stages to enable the works to be delivered 
safely. Stage 1 works are expected to start in early 2022 and will involve slope survey 
activities to identify high risk areas and rope access by geotechnical experts. Once the 
areas are identified, works will remove material at risk of falling and stabilise the rockface 
above the road. These works are required to make the area safe for Stage 2 reconstruction 
works to commence. Stage 1 works are expected to involve significant temporary changed 
traffic conditions for the safety of motorists and workers. Stage 2 works involve the 
installation of rockfall fencing and reinstatement of the lane configurations and will 
commence following Stage 1 works. TMR will provide more information when a start date 
is confirmed. 

In addition to repairing bushfire damage along this important route, the project will 
support regional jobs and Queensland’s economic recovery from the COVID-19 pandemic. 

Aerial view of Cunninghams Gap looking south
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Key features 
The project involves restoring lanes back 
to their pre-bushfire functionality on the 
eastern side of Cunninghams Gap, and 
installing new protective rockfall barriers, 
with catch fencing, to maintain safety for 
motorists.

There are design challenges associated 
with the project’s unique and complex 
environmental landscape, that require a 
complex and innovative solution.

See artist’s 
impression below

See artist’s 
impression below

Concept only Concept only Aerial view of Cunningham Highway



What is scaling?

Scaling involves the removal of various upslope hazards such 
as boulders, cobbles and debris identified as being at risk of 
falling from a high and steep slope onto the road. Due to difficult 
access and steep terrain, scaling is undertaken by specialist 
ropes access technicians that use different methods to dislodge 
hazards, such as: 

• levering hand tools like pry bars or jacks, or

• expandable air bags or other specialist means.  

Larger boulders may also be:

• split into smaller more manageable pieces using jack 
hammers or expanding foam, or

• ‘pinned’ in place using steel anchors which are drilled 
through the boulder into competent rock surrounding the 
boulder and fixed into place. 

While much of the scaling work is done by hand, cranes, cherry 
pickers and excavators are also often used to support the works. 
Geotechnical and geological specialists will assess the risks of 
the upslope boulders using ropes access and drone inspections 
to determine the necessary scaling or pinning requirements. 

Why are these works needed?

Natural disasters such as fire or flood can cause upslope hazards 
that are often unpredictable and, in the worst case, can result 
in boulders, rubble or loose debris falling onto the road below. 
Scaling and pinning the most hazardous items discovered during 
the early works can reduce the risk of rockfall from impacting road 
users. It will also improve the safety of the workers undertaking 
reconstruction works next year. 

Why are traffic changes required?

The specialist teams will use a variety of methods to assess, 
stabilise or remove boulders and other hazards at a high risk 
of falling. It is likely that some hazards will not be able to be 
pinned in place and will require scaling, which at times require 
controlled rockfalls that could reach the road. This means there 
will be periods where the highway will need to be temporarily 
closed to create an exclusion zone for safety. This is essential to 
keep road users at a safe distance away from the potential rockfall 
path and also allow for road clean up. Temporary closures will be 
communicated well in advance through variable message signs on 
the highway, QLD Traffic (www.qldtraffic.qld.gov.au), local media, 
advertising and social media. TMR is now undertaking a travel 
survey which is detailed on the next page.

Stage 1 works and traffic changes
Steep slope adjoining the Cunningham Highway at Cunninghams Gap



Call: 1800 497 100* during business hours

Email: Cunninghams_Gap@tmr.qld.gov.au 

Visit:  www.tmr.qld.gov.au/cunninghamsgap

Post:  PO Box 442, Nerang QLD 4211

*Free call from anywhere in Australia, call charges apply for mobile phones 
and payphones. Check with your service provider for call costs. 

Contact us

13 QGOV (13 74 68)
www.tmr.qld.gov.au | www.qld.gov.au

As this project is located in an important freight  
route, TMR would like to understand how heavy vehicles 
and other road users travel through Cunninghams Gap. 
Information about the frequency of trips and vehicle 
size will help ensure construction impacts are kept 
to a minimum. A travel survey is now live on the TMR 
Consultation Hub. To provide your feedback please visit 
www.yoursay-projects.tmr.qld.gov.au/ 
cunningham-gap-reconstruction-project.

Travel survey 
now live

Project funding
The Queensland Transport and Roads Investment Program 2021–22 
to 2024–25 (QTRIP) includes an allocation of $84.27 million based 
on the initial concept design. This amount will be reviewed following 
the completion of detailed design. Eligible reconstruction works are 
jointly funded by the Commonwealth and Queensland Governments 
under the Disaster Recovery Funding Arrangements (DRFA).  

TMR has carried out extensive emergency works and investigations since the bushfires of 2019.  
The design phase is now underway and the project is on track for construction to start in early 2022.

Bushfires in late 2019 
caused significant slope 
damage at Cunninghams 
Gap and road closures

TMR carried out emergency 
works to remove material 
and reopen the road.

Land slips and rock falls

TMR carried out emergency 
works to remove material

TMR put in place a reduced 
speed limit of 50km/hour, 
installed a temporary steel 
safety barrier approximately 
one kilometre prior to 
Cunninghams Gap for the 
safety of motorists until 
permanent slope protection 
works are completed. 

Geotechnical and 
structural assessments 
at Cunninghams Gap 
identified slope stability 
issues, which require 
complex design solutions 
and permanent batter 
slope protection works

Given the magnitude of 
the repairs at this site, an 
Independent Technical 
Review on behalf of 
the Commonwealth 
Government was 
required to validate that 
the works are eligible 
under the Disaster 
Recovery Funding 
Arrangements 

TMR developed concept 
design for permanent 
reconstruction works. 

TMR appointed detailed 
design contractor

Comprehensive bridge 
inspections to inform the 
design.

Targeted stakeholder 
engagement

Finalise design

Continued site 
and geotechnical 
investigations

Procurement for 
construction contractor. 

Stage 1 works 
requiring significant 
changes to traffic 
conditions

Start Stage 2 
reconstruction 
works.
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Project progress and timeline
Trucks travelling through Cunninghams Gap
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