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Summary of findings and conclusions
Small towns in Victoria in 2001—those

people have varying fortunes, it is clear

public sector employment because

with less than 1,000 people—accounted

from the overall population increase in

of regionalisation, many have proved

for 54 per cent of the total number

these areas that small country towns

resilient by adapting to changing

of urban centres and 6.8 per cent of

remain an important part of the State.

circumstances. There are many

the State’s population. Urban centres
with less than 1,000 people in the mid
1980s accounted for 53 per cent of all
such places, with only 2 per cent of the
State’s population (Henshall Hansen and
Associates 1990). Small towns remain a
vital part of regional Victoria and have
much to contribute to the economic,
social, cultural and environmental
heritage of the State. While the 185
towns in Victoria with 1,000 or less

Many issues identified in the 1987 small
towns study remain however, such as

similarities between these towns, but
there is also significant diversity in their
wellbeing, the characteristics of local

the importance of local leadership;

issues and their perceived prospects,

uncertainty about the future of local

leading one commentator to caution,

businesses; continuing regionalisation
of public and private services; difficulties

‘seen one town...seen one town!’.

recruiting skilled and specialist workers;

Each of the six case study chapters reveal

and poor quality of communications.

that small towns are vibrant communities

While many small towns in the 1990s

where people take advantage of the

experienced significant losses of

good fortune that comes their way and

Figure 7.1 Victoria, major towns and local government areas shown – six study towns highlighted
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Sale

create opportunities from challenges.

employment has grown significantly in

We also observed a lack of social

The people in the towns revisited in this

each town. What these figures do not

responsibility from corporations, which

research have worked together to create

convey is the how these ‘other’ jobs are

take money out of towns but show

their desired future, developing their

contributing to each town. While we

decreasing degrees of responsibility for

own unique character in response to the

can make crude judgements about the

communities. In the case of Stanhope,

external forces of change.

value of agricultural, manufacturing and

for example, mergers have seen

service employment to a community,

management responsibility for the local

these ‘other’ jobs may also make a

cheese factory being at Stanhope from

significant contribution to a town’s

1923–1971, Shepparton 1971–87,

sustainability, even though they may

Melbourne 1987–2005 and Auckland

be small compared with traditional

from 2005. And now, getting agreement

employment.

to sell locally made cheese in Stanhope

We have made a number of observations
about factors that contribute to the
sustainability of the small towns revisited
and have described them in detail in
each chapter. We have also drawn these
observations together in the following
sections, without particular reference

More important is the overall makeup

to any town and in no particular order

of each community. All places witness

of importance, and will conclude with

the ‘flight of youth’ to seek education,

policy options for people and institutions

training and employment in regional

in these towns, as well as for local and

and metropolitan cities. This is more

state government.

noticeable in some small towns than in
others, and has an impact on the social

1. Population change is only part

structure and amenity of each town. It

of the story

also has an impact on sporting and social

The debate about Australia’s small

events and affects the supply of able-

towns usually focuses on the impact

bodied volunteers for vital community

of population decline because of its

work such as emergency and fires

impact on the delivery of government

services.

services, which are typically delivered on
a per capita basis. All case study town
populations, except Beechworth, are in
decline, but these changes are tempered
by other factors such as population age
profile and the rate of turnover in each
town. In several towns the community
was aware of a considerable ‘churn’
while in others it was more stable. The
activities of each community’s population
is as important as its age and turnover—
were they gainfully employed, or were
they engaged in more social, sporting or
cultural activities?

2. How townsfolk see themselves is
as important as how outsiders (State
and local government) see them
A town’s self image is an important
factor contributing to resilience, viability
and sustainability. In all of the case study
towns, the confidence and self worth
shown by the great majority of people
was impressive. While these meetings
were often pre-arranged with community
‘leaders’ or were with people interested
enough to attend community meetings,

volunteers, there is also a need to take

we also encountered general feelings of

the load off volunteers who often need

satisfaction with their community in our

professional help, help that may not

other dealings with people as part of our

be available. Community succession

research. Many had strong views about

planning is also necessary because many

availability of services, for example,

volunteers are ageing. This situation may

or the quality of local infrastructure,

in part be due to a changing attitude

but these appeared to be considered

to volunteering, resulting in a national

‘annoyances’ that went with living in a

culture that encourages people to

rural town, which, they believed, receive

think more about what they can do for

much less attention from city-focused

themselves rather than what they can

politicians.

do for their community. People may, for
example, become involved in a business
improvement group rather than in a

changed in each town, so too has the

community Lions Club.

Introduction, the ‘other’ category for

process.

Together with the lack of available young

As the economic structure has
employment profile. As noted in the

has been a slow and very complicated

All towns had local committees focusing
on local economic development, basic
infrastructure or community development
issues. Ouyen Inc, for example, has been
the catalyst for the provision of local
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infrastructure. Friends of Swifts Creek,

Because local websites are economical

socialise, thus fulfilling important local

another local committee, has advised

to setup and run, they are an invaluable

social processes.

their shire council on street beautification

means of connecting a small town to a

programs and taken an active part in

world of information. Reasonable access

5. Main streets reflect local pride

making them happen.

to the internet—through infrastructure

and create an invitation to stop

upgrades and through community

All case study towns had pride in their

3. Infrastructure matters

centres for access and training—is a goal

main street (although one had several

In all the case study towns,

of all governments.

such streets and the poor integration
of retail services affected the ability of

infrastructure issues were raised by
the local government officials we met

4. Availability of basic services

people to meet and converse) and saw

and by community members. Having

influences a town’s viability

this as an opportunity to invite people

clean water and being confident that

Some local retail services appear to

travelling through to stop, shop and

public health and safety was assured

be critical to the local amenity and

enjoy local services. In one small town,

through proper sanitation were two

dynamics of small towns, for without

the ‘friends’ group is most active in a

specific issues raised. The community of

these services, people are forced to travel

range of seemingly small but important

one town—the recipient of piped water

elsewhere. The need to travel places

projects such as the location of park

and a world-class treatment plant—was

another set of pressures on people in

benches and shelter, and the planting of

appreciative of this important resource,

small towns, many of whom exist on

flowers and shrubs around the town’s

which enabled the town centre to be an

pensions and find the cost of such travel

median strips and parks. In five towns,

oasis in a very dry farming environment.

beyond their means. We were informed,

it was clear that a planned effort had

In another town—still unsewered and

however, that people were aware of

been made to create a pleasant place

also the regional centre for education

their neighbours’ circumstances and

for travellers to stop. In the town

—it was reported that after a few days

in most cases, were able to assist with

where such effort was not evident, the

of steady rain in winter, septic tanks

basic needs. In one town, the closure of

community was acutely aware of the

overflow in the gutters of the main

the only service station meant people

issue, a sticking point in local discussions.

street. Towns that have these basic

had to drive 35 kilometres each way to

Local government also has a role in each

services are fortunate; those that do

obtain fuel. While away in the larger

town, reflecting its traditional place-

not are operating at Third World levels.

regional town, they also shopped for

management function, a function that

essential goods and services further

was generally acknowledged by people

affecting the limited retail services on

in each town.

Communication services are still poor in
parts of regional Victoria. Swifts Creek,
for example, gets Imparga television
services from the Northern Territory via
satellite but not from Victoria. Mobile
telephone coverage is also poor and
unpredictable in many parts of the State.
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offer in their small town. We were told
of other small towns (not part of this
research) where the local community had
banded together to ensure they had a
service station, a baker and a butcher.
Apart from providing an important local

Other infrastructure also includes access

service, we observed these small towns

to the internet via a range of different

to be places where people met their

modes—dial-up, ADSL (asymmetrical

friends and neighbours and took time to

digital subscriber line) and CDMA (code

catch up on local events. The retail hub

division multiple access) broadband. Not

of a small town is an important area that

all these services are available in all small

planners should consider carefully. These

towns, but where available, they make a

areas not only provide basic services;

significant difference to the community.

they also enable people to meet and

We observed that each case study town
had something of local interest to offer
people travelling through; the gnarled
‘Mallee Root’ welcomes people to
Ouyen, the heritage buildings create the
charm of Beechworth, and the avenue
of trees in Camperdown are an inviting
place to rest. These assets, however, are
not always foremost in the discussions
we had with individuals and groups
in each place. Yet any suggestion to
alter them in any way (as happened in
Camperdown a few years ago when

some of the trees had to be replaced)

local people and the considerable tourist

them and what the council could do to

reveals that the community is quite

trade. Nevertheless, local people from

assist. This disengagement, therefore,

protective of these assets.

Beechworth go to the larger regional

appears to be a function of the vast area

centre for family shopping, but this does

each shire has to cover and the way that

not appear to have affected local retail

services are actually delivered, typically

traders.

by third party contractors not from the

Some places had also created local walks
signposted with local history. These
were of great attraction to passers-by
interested in the local history and pattern

Camperdown is sufficiently far away

of development.

from other major town centres and
has recently attracted a major retail

towns who are working to efficiency
criteria and who have no connection
with the communities they service.

6. Regional location matters when

supermarket store, drawing people from

All of the case study towns are now

accessing a range of services

around the region into the town. Ouyen

in much larger shires than when

Car ownership enables people to cover

is also relatively isolated from other large

the original study was carried out.

considerable distances to obtain the

towns. In fact, while Mildura is over 100

Consequently, the inability of local

different services they require. The notion

kilometres away, it is the major urban

government to genuinely connect with

of the ‘sponge city’ is now recognised,

centre that draws people from Ouyen.

the many small towns in their jurisdiction

and people referred to this idea as
they reported travelling to such places
for entertainment and to purchase
substantial items and consumer durables.
These larger centres are also important
for accessing specialist health care and
for obtaining diversity in education.

Each town has a unique combination
of local services and geographical
relationships with neighbouring towns
and regional centres. Given that each
case study town also has different
services, like their major centres, the
reasons for choosing to shop locally or

Several towns are clearly affected by

make the journey to the regional centre

their regional location. Development

was quite different in both community

in Murtoa, for example, is significantly

and individual cases.

reduced by its proximity to Horsham.
And because Horsham provides most

7. Local government is disengaged

critical services, it provides the residents

from many small towns

of Murtoa with a reason to shop in

We observed in all case study towns that

Horsham for all their needs, not just for

local government had become largely

the ones not available in their home

disengaged from these communities,

town. Residents of Stanhope are also

especially over the day-to-day matters

close to Echuca or Shepparton. Given

that make these towns good places

that most of the managers from the local

to live. We do not believe this

Bonlac factory also live out of Stanhope,

disengagement is a deliberate strategy of

even greater pressure is put on local

councils and their officers, who actually

retail services

espouse a contrary view, very much in

Beechworth, while relatively close
to Wodonga, does not appear to be
affected in the same way as Murtoa
and Stanhope. Beechworth has
developed a retail scale sufficient for

support of community development
and local governance. Because local
government officers are unable to get to
all small towns in their shire, it is difficult
to have meaningful dialogue with people
in these places about what matters to

is an issue that is not being addressed.
The research was aware of different
State Government initiatives, such as the
Community Capacity Building initiative in
11 small towns, but people in the case
study towns were not aware of them
because they were not part of these
programs. We consider it unlikely that
such programs would genuinely have
a positive affect on all 185 small towns
in Victoria, and these programs should
be seen as demonstration projects as to
what is possible. A far greater effort is
required by State and local government
than is currently resourced for such
processes to be part of ongoing local
governance.
8. ‘Disengagement’ gives rise to
local groups (all towns)
Disengagement by local government
from the many small towns in their
jurisdiction has meant that people in
these places have come together to form
their own local committees. Some focus
on business issues, others street scapes,
some on community development issues,
and others focus on a combination.
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These local committees were in fact quite

community. There was a feeling that

the start of the 21st Century. Community

surprised at how effective they had been

the way the State Government went

engagement programs are designed on

in terms of others in the community

about this process was inconsistent

the assumption that small, sometimes

actively supporting their initiatives,

with what they were asking from local

isolated communities, can work

including the local councillors (only one

government in their relationship with

together to overcome apparent location

of the five case study towns had a shire

local communities.

and population size and structure

councillor residing in the town, and in
one town of more than 1,000 people
the nearest councillor was 65 kilometres
away). The challenge for government
and small town communities is to build
on this local initiative together. How
could, for example, a local government
support a small town community where
there was no council officer or councillor
presence in local projects? From our
observations in six shires we expect this

discussions with local government
officials from other shires where our
case study towns were located, although
there was an apparent acceptance by
most that this is the way dealings with
the State Government occur. This ‘take it
or leave it’ attitude leaves little room for
discussion and negotiation to meet the
needs of specific communities.

disadvantage. Much evidence supports
this assumption (Baum, O’Connor and
Stimson 2005), but the issue is that
intergovernmental mechanisms that
empower and resource local government
to develop such strategies for these
communities—especially in large rural
shires with many small discrete places—
are not well structured to allow this.
That State Government, and not local
government, is trying to run the agenda

is typical in most places. It would be

The previous point about

on local community development,

timely for a research project to determine

‘disengagement’, and the inconsistency

must surely tell policy makers that local

how different shires keep close contact

in the way that the State Government’s

government must be enabled, indeed

with the small rural towns in their

community engagement programs are

mandated, to undertake such work as

jurisdiction, and to make this information

negotiated through local government,

part of their everyday business. They also

widely available to all shires

is as much a reflection of the

need to have guaranteed and continuing

contemporary style of public sector

resources for this work, which appears

9. Top-down programs from the

management in Victoria as it is the

not to be the case at present.

State Government that require local

personal style of State Government

government to implement bottom-

officials. In fact, our discussions with

10. Heritage is a powerful regional

up programs

State Government officials revealed

development driver and communities

When discussing how local governments

that they are genuinely interested in

now recognise this

with large geographical jurisdictions

empowering local communities to

Relatively remote rural towns are

to cover keep in touch with small

develop decision making strategies that

no longer seen as places to escape

rural communities, one senior local

engage whole communities. Because

from. Rather, they are regarded as

government manager expressed the

accountability issues comprise much of

desirable places to visit and relax in,

concern that State Government officials

the State Government’s responsibilities,

and many shire tourism strategies are

imposed top-down strategies, expecting

it must deliver many of its program

now based on this view. Our research

local governments to employ these

through local government. This is the

uncovered people who had a made a

bottom-up strategies of community

case even when innovation around

deliberate choice to move to a rural

engagement and participation.

community development comes from

community, although it is difficult to get

While the local government manager

a wide range of sources, not only from

a comprehensive picture of who they

recognised the positive intent behind

local government.

are and what specifically drew them to

these strategies, local governments

These conclusions reveal the basic design

these towns. We have highlighted in

were presented with generic strategies

flaws in intergovernmental financial

the Introduction that while still small

to implement, regardless of the context

relations in the Australian federation at

in relative proportion to traditional

or unique circumstances of each
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This theme also came through in

employment categories (agriculture,

manufacturing and retail), the ‘other’

places, poorly recognised and therefore

Other towns have not experienced

employment category had grown from

relatively underdeveloped.

dramatic change in a relatively short

around 2 per cent in 1981 to more than
6 per cent in 2001. We were provided
with a number of examples in each case
study town of people who had made the
decision to move to their town primarily
for lifestyle reasons. These people
needed a source of income and often
capitalised on the heritage assets of
the town. The bed and breakfast (B&B)
industry in Beechworth is an example. Of
the people we interviewed involved in
this industry in Beechworth, for many it
was a shift from a typically professional
career into owning and running a
B&B. In fact, the B&Bs work together
in Beechworth to accommodate large
conference and tourist groups, adding
substantially to the economic wellbeing
of the community.

The Shire of Indigo’s consistent heritage
strategy for the Beechworth town built
environment has led the way in realising
key local development benefits. The
consistent application of a heritage
theme in the development planning
has meant that the main streets of
Beechworth are an attraction in their
own right, in addition to the town’s
innovative retail traders.
11. Towns can change dramatically in
a relatively short period of time
Our discussion with individuals and
groups, which are also reflected in the
case study chapters, revealed that people
were insightful about the rate of change
they had experienced. They were also
impressed at their apparent ability to

Heritage is typically seen as the built

have ‘come through’ these changes. In

environment. Much less attention is

fact, the act of revisiting each case study

paid to the historical heritage of the

town was cathartic for many. The major

town and region, yet this was evident

changes—including local government

to the research team in all towns.

amalgamations, the reduction of State

The original small towns study report

Government services in regional Victorian

and its classification of towns into six

towns and the privatisation of utility

broad types is a good starting point for

services—were not predicted by people

small towns interested in developing

in the case study towns. Importantly,

their heritage strengths. It presents

these changes have had different effects

the economic basis for the original

in different towns.

establishment of the town and is
the start of the story as to how they
have emerged into the town they are
today. Many interesting stories of the
people and their ingenuity, efforts and
achievements are also included. Because
these histories have heritage value, they
should be available to people living in
the town and to those who visit these
communities. Unfortunately, the natural
and indigenous heritage was, in most

time frame. For the majority of our case
study towns, change is incremental as
the community adjusts to changing
economic (typically declining agricultural
employment) and demographic factors
(ageing population). What we have seen
since the initial study is that all towns
accommodate these changes, some with
less pain than others. We suspect that
these factors occur by chance, in other
words, it is more by coincidence than by
good planning that enables some towns
to deal with change events better than
others. The literature of social capital and
change tells us much about the general
characteristics of why this happens.
However, this literature is much less clear
on how these factors apply in particular
places.
12. Housing costs and availability
have a significant influence on the
transient community, and thus the
social character of the town
The availability of housing in small towns
is a major factor in drawing people from
other places. Whether they are retirees
downsizing and clearing debt, or young
families finding an affordable house in a
small rural town, housing is an important
factor in helping the town to adjust to

The traditional services in Beechworth,

economic and demographic change

for example, were both changed and

over time.

replaced by other services or industries.
The gaol has a different security rating
and a new location just outside of
town. The iconic gaol makes up part
of the new focus on heritage, and its
redevelopment (which was not known
at the time of our visit) will influence the
overall future amenity of the town.

The limited availability of land in several
towns (locked by land zoned for farming,
for example) is seen as a major restriction
to growth. The circular argument
seems to be that because the forecast
is for declining population (because of
ageing), no more room for expansion
is needed, and no more services need
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to be provided. We believe that limiting

the underlying factors of affordable

that all local citizens can feel part of their

a small town’s urban expansion based

housing and seasonal work make this

community.

simply on the forecast of an ageing

resident turnover inevitable.

population might simply be a catalyst for
decline, the very thing the current State
Government wishes to avoid. Clearly, a
more informed and considered strategy
needs to be developed to help small
towns adjust to many changes, including
the ageing population, but also to make
them more attractive for new people
who are interested in joining these
communities.
13. Most small towns have a
transient community

newcomers in our case study towns and
suspect we had few, if any, turn up to
our community meetings. They are an
important group in small towns yet little
seems to be known about them, such
as, what proportion of these people who
move in, ostensibly for seasonal work,
actually return in subsequent years?
More research is required to learn about
the impact of the transient community
on small rural towns

15. ‘Contract State Government’
makes life tough for local
government and local communities
Getting small projects in small towns
underway or completed is often
frustrated. It is often difficult to obtain
three quotes for jobs in remote locations.
Contracting procedures also sometimes
preclude consultants from gaining
any real understanding of how towns
function, and townspeople often need
help to work their way through complex
bureaucratic processes.

Because housing is affordable in small

14. Regardless of overall success of

towns, there is a high turnover, or

The research team was surprised at

a town (as measured by economic

‘churn’, of people who move in (often

the lack of elected councillor interest

growth) significant pockets of

on a seasonal basis) for employment

in this research in their towns. While

disadvantage remain

a councillor from each of three shires

From our discussions with a wide

attended, they were all unaware of the

range of people in each small town,

original study and why we were doing

it was clear that significant pockets of

the follow-up.

in the local agricultural industry. This
presents the established community
with challenges such as how to
integrate these newcomers into schools
and sporting clubs. Schools have an
important role in local communities,
whether providing bonding and a
sense of future (Swifts Creek) or
through innovation (computer design
at Murtoa and environmental studies at
Camperdown).
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We found it difficult to access

disadvantage prevail. While we did not
have the opportunity to investigate this
claim further in terms of who is affected
and why, it is important to be aware
that even when a town is deemed to be
doing well overall (in economic terms),
there are people who have not directly
benefited from this development. While

This lack of awareness by elected
representatives may be because their
council does not have a clear strategy
for working with their small towns.
Councillor experience is that whenever
they visit these places they are constantly
asked ‘why can’t you deliver more
services in our town?’. In the absence

Some towns have been successful in

their town may be a better place overall,

welcoming these people; others have

it is important for the wellbeing of the

had less success. One of the ironies

whole community that these people be

of such places with high social capital

included in local prosperity. Town events

is that they can exclude such people

that enable young people to participate,

in several of our towns. Clearly, these

and enable all age groups to come

outcomes are based on both groups

together to celebrate their collective

not being able to get along with each

good fortune, is essential. National

other, compounding the churn and often

events such as Australia Day, the recent

In only one case did the councillor reside

transitory nature of the lives of these

Queen’s Baton Relay events, street

in our particular case study town, and

newcomers. Notwithstanding the various

parties, and public concerts in local parks

was treated as ‘one of us’ by residents

positions taken by locals and newcomers,

and gardens are good examples of ways

at the town meeting. In two other cases,

of any comprehensive development
strategy—beyond basic curb and
channelling and other minor work
completed on an annual basis—it is not
surprising that the councillors receive
what they perceive to be a
hostile reception.

they received quite a hostile reception

officers to be competing with each

public policy that assumes sustainability

and largely chose to be silent and ‘wear

other, spending too much energy on the

in small towns is simply a function of

the views’ of an unforgiving community.

process and not enough on the actual

economic success. The relationship is far

community issues.

more complex.

16. Many community functions
proceed without government

17. The popular media view that

support or intervention

small towns are all in crisis is not

Members of the research team, in

correct

their respective chapters and together

The research team was constantly

at the workshops with community

confronted with the popular media view

representatives (when all towns met

that small towns are in crisis. There are

at the La Trobe University in Bendigo),

various interpretations as to how this

commented on the creativity and

crisis manifests itself, and none of them

innovation shown in each case study

is positive. Our experience of the case

town as community leaders came

study towns, and of the towns we know

together to respond to a wide range

from our various regional locations in

of economic and community issues.

non-metropolitan Victoria, is that this

The representatives of Ouyen Inc, for

view is not true in the great majority

example, reported that they were quite

of cases.

flattered when they started to get
requests from people in other small
towns asking them to come and talk
about how they set themselves up,
and how they had achieved the many
different community projects they
were known for. Equally, the Friends of
Swift Creek were active in other ways,
focusing on streetscapes (Ouyen Inc had
also done this), parks and gardens and
basic shelter for people travelling on the
Great Alpine Road.

The structure and function of small
towns is certainly changing. Some
have positive economic stories to
tell; some do not. Equally, some have
positive social stories to tell and others
do not. Positive social and economic
experiences do not always go hand

We observed communities with high
levels of wellbeing, as demonstrated
at community meetings and through
interviews with a wide range of people
from each place. These communities
demonstrated a high level of concern
for each other, social networks appeared
strong, and people knew many people
in their local town. It is one of the
paradoxes of small town life: people
know, and are well known, by many
others when compared with their city
counterparts whose associations typically
follow business and sporting interests
rather than approximate neighbours.
In terms of contemporary social capital
literature, we observed that some places
seen by outsiders to be ‘lagging’ exhibit
high social capital. Paradoxically, other
places seen by outsiders to be ‘leading’
have low social capital.

in hand; the same is true in terms of

18. The two factors of geography

negative experiences. Communities are

and mobility in relation to small

not necessarily happy because they are

towns must be seen together to

economically prosperous (the wealth-to-

understand the future of many

happiness myth is now being challenged,

small places

All of the case study towns had a

for example, by respected social

local town-based community group

commentators such as the Reverend

addressing issues that reflected the needs

Tim Costello, following research by the

of that town. Importantly, these were

Australia Institute (Hamilton and Denniss

needs articulated by the community,

2005)). And a feeling of community

not by any level of government. In

wellbeing does not necessarily lead to

several cases we saw situations where

economic prosperity. While we would

the shire had subsequently introduced

agree that wellbeing and prosperity

consultative mechanisms such as those

typically go hand-in-hand, our experience

already established by the community.

in this research is that there are sufficient

Unfortunately, such action can be seen

exceptions to this rule to caution

by both the community and the shire

governments about developing blanket

The common view of the future of
small towns is based on assumptions
about individual wealth, location and
access. Towns that are relatively isolated
from neighbouring ‘sponge’ towns and
whose citizens have limited access to
health and retail services, are seen as
being disadvantaged (Baum, O’Connor
and Stimson 2005). If residents in these
isolated towns have the means to travel
to larger centres to obtain these services,
they are not as disadvantaged. However,
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other research shows that the indicators

In summary
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wellbeing is achieved by people who

8 Overview of the Study of small
towns in Victoria revisited
Prepared by Professor John Martin, Director, La Trobe University’s Centre for Sustainable Regional
Communities contributed to by John Henshall, Principal, Essential Economics.

Introduction
In the mid 1980s the then Victorian

in-depth investigation of the reasons for

VURRN team. While the research strategy

Department of Agriculture and Rural

the changes in each town. This process

was to scope the initial project by first

Affairs commissioned Henshall Hansen

allowed public policy recommendations

reviewing the Towns in Time data as it

and Associates (HHA) to undertake a

to be made as to how governments

applied to each case study town, and

study of small towns in Victoria. The

could respond to these changes. From

then visiting each place over several

HHA study had several aims:

this research, the State Government

days to meet with key informants,

of the day introduced the Regional

John’s insights from the initial study,

Assistance Program, which funded

and his knowledge and understanding

facilitators in small towns to assist in

of rural Victorian towns today, ensured

economic and community development

each research team developed a good

programs.

understanding about the dynamics and

• to examine economic linkages
between the government, commercial
and farming sectors
• to analyse the perceptions of people
in small towns as they respond to
changing economic circumstances
• to identify strategic issues regarding
the problems and prospects of small
towns
• to prepare an agenda for continuing
government and community
involvement in small town
development.

In 2005, the Department of Sustainability
and the Environment asked the Victorian

In this report, we first outline the

(VURRN) to revisit each town involved

approach taken in our follow-up study.

in the original mid-1980s study, to see

A report on each of the case study

how these places had changed. Using

towns follows before a conclusion that

Towns in Time data prepared by the

draws together the key learnings from

department, university researchers based

across the six towns.

in non-metropolitan regions undertook
the follow-up study, visiting these towns

HHA report has been used by policy

to meet with local people to learn more.

and in community organisations, in
their planning and decision making
relating to the provision of services in
Victoria’s many small country towns.
While there had been earlier studies (by
anthropologists McIntyre and McIntyre,
1944, and psychologists Oeser and
Emery, 1954) and many demographic
descriptions of specific small towns, the
HHA report is the only recent definitive
and comparative study of small towns
in Victoria that uses both quantitative
and qualitative data. It was innovative
in that it first used demographic and
socioeconomic information to analyse
these places prior to undertaking an

them in the mid-1980s.

Universities Regional Research Network

Since its first publication in 1987, the
makers in State and local government

culture of each place when he visited

In the original study, the HHA research
team identified the number of small
towns (populations greater than 200

VURRN comprises Deakin University

and less than 5,000) in Victoria, and

Warrnambool (reporting on

the main economic activity in each town.

Camperdown), RMIT University

The team initially identified thirty types

Hamilton (Ouyen), University of Ballarat

of towns, which they categorised into

(Stanhope), Monash University Churchill

six general activity types:

(Swifts Creek) and La Trobe University
Bendigo (Beechworth and Murtoa).
Professor John Martin for La Trobe
University’s Centre for Sustainable
Regional Communities led the study and

• manufacturing/resource base (Swifts
Creek)
• government/private sector services
base (Camperdown)

the members of the research network

• tourism/resort base (Beechworth)

were assisted in the review by John

• dry-farm rural base (Ouyen)

Henshall (Essential Economics), the

• irrigated-farm rural base (Stanhope)

consultant and principal author of the
original Study of Small Towns in Victoria

• commuter/dormitory base (Murtoa).

(1990). John Henshall’s partnership in

In this partial listing of small towns in

this research was of great benefit to the

Victoria according to activity types, some
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towns were categorised as one or more

study of small towns. By updating our

this same period grew from 284,227 to

types. Two of the case study towns

knowledge about how these places

293,805. This 3.3 per cent increase in

chosen—Beechworth and Ouyen—were

have changed since the original study,

small town populations compares with

included in more than one category,

we can assess how this might assist our

an overall State population increase of

Beechworth in the government/private

thinking about small town change more

around 17 per cent (table 8.1 below

sector services and the tourism/

broadly. Interestingly, the Towns in Time

and table 3.3 in the 1990 HHA report).

resort categories, and Ouyen in the

database tells us that there are more

While the population growth rate in

government/private sector services and

small towns than when the original study

these towns is slower than overall State

the dry-farm rural categories.

was undertaken; this is more a reflection

growth, there are more small towns

of the criteria used by government

today throughout regional Victoria

to identity such places than an actual

contributing in various ways to the

increase in places of settlement.

State’s overall growth and development.

We did not re-categorise Victorian small
towns in this follow-up study. While
the research team discussed this issue
and how it affects our understanding

Small towns in Victoria, those non-

of the diversity we know exists in these

metropolitan places with urban

places given contemporary thinking

populations between 200 and 5,000

about concepts such as social capital,

people, increased by 30 (261 to 291)

resilience and networking, our purpose

between 1986 and 2001. Population

was to revisit what is still regarded as

growth in towns up to 5,000 people

an effective, insightful and relevant

outside metropolitan Melbourne over

Each requires a range of services from
government, and understanding how
small towns contribute to the regional
economic and social development is of
interest to governments because this
determines the programs and resource
allocation to support these places.

Table 8.1: Hierarchy of urban centres in Victoria, number and population size of centres, 2001*
% of total non-metro
Melbourne population
Population range

Urban centres
No.

%

No.

%

200–499

113

33.4

22,431

0.5

2.1

500–799

59

17.5

38,837

0.9

3.6

800–999

13

3.8

12,180

0.3

1.1

1,000–1,999

60

17.8

84,348

2.0

7.8

2,000–-2,999

28

8.3

69,073

1.6

6.4

3,000–-4,999

18

5.3

66,936

1.6

6.2

5,000–9,999

24

7.1

173,952

4.1

16.2

10,000–19,999

13

3.8

166,692

4.0

15.5

20,000–149,000

9

2.7

440,684

10.5

41.0

150,000+

1

0.3

3,137,659

74.5

–

338

100.0

4,212,792

100.0

100.0

Total urban

Source: Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2001 Census data.
*Refer to table 3.3 in the 1990 Henshall Hansen and Associates report for comparison.
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of Victoria

Population

In addition to this information on how

In all six case study towns, ‘other’

the number and population of small

employment has grown, suggesting a

towns has changed in Victoria since

diversification of employment in these

the 1986 study, we also compared

places not readily captured by the

information on employment over this

current Australian Bureau of Statistics

period in the six case study towns.

employment classification system. The

Table 8.2 shows that the percentage

reports on the small towns highlight

of employment distribution across key

that information and communication

industry sectors in each of the case study

technology has extended the reach of

towns has not changed dramatically.

these people, who can now choose to

Only in Swifts Creek where the timber

live in small rural communities. While

mill closed has there been a dramatic

small in number, we expect that their

change in employment in manufacturing,

impact on these places is considerable.

from 41.9 per cent to just 7.7 per cent
of total employment. The employment
take up in Swifts Creek has been
uniform across the other industry sectors.

Table 8.2: Employment distribution in key industry sectors in the case study towns, 1986 and 2001
Location

Agriculture %

Manufacturing %

Services %

Other %

1986

2001

1986

2001

1986

2001

1986

2001

Beechworth

2.8

4.4

4.6

10.4

88.8

79.6

3.8

5.6

Camperdown

4.3

5.9

20.3

15.3

72.6

69.8

2.8

9.0

Murtoa

8.3

8.8

7.4

8.1

81.2

75.0

3.1

8.1

Ouyen

15.5

14.0

0.0

3.0

79.5

73.4

5.9

9.6

Stanhope

13.7

14.8

35.2

35.4

47.9

42.6

3.2

7.2

Swifts Creek

10.5

26.9

41.9

7.7

43.7

57.7

3.9

7.7

Regional Victoria

14.9

10.5

13.9

14.2

66.9

66.6

4.3

8.8

Metropolitan Melbourne

0.8

0.5

20.6

16.4

73.7

76.1

4.9

7.0

Victoria

4.7

8.8

18.8

8.1

71.8

75.0

4.7

8.1

Source: Australian Bureau of Statistics, 1986 and 2001 Census data.
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Our approach to this research
Our approach in this study progressed

• prior to visiting each town, each

through several stages. Coordinating a

researcher submitted a draft

from the comprehensive approach

research team of 10 (nine academics and

socioeconomic analysis based on

taken in the original study by HHA.

one commercial consultant) meant that

the Towns in Time data

Each researcher was also able to quickly

we had to follow a largely prescriptive

• an approach to interviewing people

build a socioeconomic profile of each

approach to the research. The following

in each town was outlined

place with the aid of the Towns in Time

chapters on each town benefit from a

(attachment A)

database maintained by the department,

process where each author(s) had the
opportunity to read how their colleagues
from different disciplines (a strength
of the VURRN) including anthropology,
economics, sociology, town planning,
community studies, public policy and
environmental economic approached
the task.
The designated researchers visited each
town to meet with key informants. They
organised the research for each place,
advertised their work, and conducted
interviews and community meetings to
discuss the economic, demographic,
social and cultural changes since
the 1986–7 study. The research ran
for approximately five months and
progressed through the following stages:
• the VURRN research team met in
August 2005 with Department of
Sustainability and Environment officials
in Melbourne to map out the project,
its aims and methods
• department staff provided the
demographic and other data on
each town

• information on the research in each
town was communicated via a
department media release and letter
to councils, and general notices to
local newspapers by each researcher
• the department identified recent and
current State Government programs
in each town
• interviews and town meetings were

a data base that is available to the
general community. Most importantly,
they were welcomed by each community
because the initial contacts were through
local community groups listed in the
original report, many of which are
still operating today. Given that each
researcher was typically in the region of
their case study tow, they were also able
to use their networks in these places to

arranged by each researcher. John

meet with local leaders and to create

Henshall and John Martin visited each

interest in their research. We found this

town for some of the interviews and

approach to be a valid, efficient and

all of the town meetings

economical strategy for obtaining a

• a one-day workshop was held for staff
from the Department of Sustainability
and Environment, the Department for
Victorian Communities and Regional
Development Victoria to discuss initial
findings
• penultimate drafts of each chapter
were prepared
• a conference to present the findings
to representatives from each town was
held at La Trobe University, Bendigo
• the final draft of the report was
prepared for the Department of
Sustainability and Environment.
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The revisited small town study benefited

good overview of the dynamics of each
small town.

Undertaking interviews and meetings in each town
We envisage each interview/group

When people raise ‘sensitive’ issues—

meeting will proceed as follows:

those that would embarrass them and

The research team will introduce itself to
the individual/group informing them that
the purpose of the meeting is ‘to both
inform them of the socioeconomic and
other quantitative changes to their town
since the initial mid 1980s study and to

third parties—simply record these so that
we can see what these issues are across
all towns. We may want to refer to them
generally in the final chapters of the
report in such a way as not to identify
any one town.

learn from them what has happened in

The structure of the quantitative date

the intervening years in their town in

will guide the discussion as you refer

response to these changes’.

to each table and the inherent trend in

The first thing each researcher will do

You should adopt an inquisitorial

town since 1981 and seek feedback

approach—not quite Kerry O’Brien, more

from them on the accuracy of the data.

like Andrew Denton—to get behind

Be prepared for people to challenge the

what they are telling you and to explore

data. We should be asking them when

more deeply why they think things in

they query the data what they actually

their town are as they are.

their views. Our task is to hear their
views first, not to judge them, but to
ask them what evidence they can
provide to support their view. This will
be insightful information.
After this discussion—although I suspect
people will have already raised what has
happened—you should focus on how
individuals and the community have
dealt with the changes, for example,
declining and ageing population,
drought, and changes in communications

McIntyre, AJ & McIntyre, JJ 1944,
Country towns of Victoria: a social
survey, Melbourne University Press,
Melbourne.
Oeser, OA & Emery, FE 1954, Social
structure and personality in a rural
community, Routledge and
Kegan Paul Ltd, London.

each, that is, increase/decline/unclear.

is update people on the profile of their

think it is and how they would confirm

References

Be mindful of anything they say about
other governments (State and federal)
and the impact their various policies
and programs have had on their town
(something we want to feed back to the
State Government officials at least).
Please also arrange to record all
interviews/meetings. This is to allow you
to engage in the interview more fully. If
you are making notes all the time you
may not pick up on the nuances in a
face-to-face interview.

technology. The data you present will

I expect you will pick up on thematic

lead them to areas of concern, which

redundancy on some issues fairly quickly.

will be different in each town. When

Try to dig down on these and see what

they don’t raise obvious issues it will

the underlying causes are. If this reveals

then be up to you to ask them what

little, move on.

they think of the particular trend. This
will also be a substantial part of each
interview/meeting.
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