4 Coastal towns
The coastal areas of Victoria stretch from
Nelson in the far south-west of the State
to Mallacoota in the far south-east.
Figure 4.1 Coastal regions of Victoria
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There is more to coastal towns than surf, sand and fish
and chip shops
Surf, sand, a relaxed lifestyle, a fish and

Developing typologies of coastal towns

chip shop and a pub often constitutes

and analysing them is complex, as

a typical view of a coastal town. An

highlighted in the report for the National

analysis of census data for coastal towns

Sea Change Taskforce (2005) and in the

from 1981–2001 suggests, however, that

Regional atlas (2003, 2006).

while all of these elements are found
in many locations, there is in fact a lot
more to Victorian coastal towns.
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•

The report for the Sea Change Taskforce
defines:
• coastal commuters—suburbanised
satellite communities in peri
metropolitan locations, for example,
Pearcedale
• coastal getaways—small to medium
coastal towns within three hours drive

• coastal lifestyle destinations—

The Regional Atlas provides another

predominantly tourism and leisure

typology for towns (excluding regional

communities, for example, Phillip

centres) using demographic and

Island, Lorne, Port Campbell

economic indicators. Some towns fall

• coastal hamlets—small remote

into more than one category, and there

coastal communities often surrounded

are five categories:

by protected natural areas, for

1. economic success and grey growth, for

example, Mallacoota.

of a capital city, for example, the
Bellarine and Mornington Peninsulas,
and the Bass Coast and Surf Coast
regions

example, Aireys Inlet, Inverloch
2. economic success and family growth,
for example, Torquay, Ocean Grove
3. economic challenges, for example,
Port Albert, Crib Point, Grantville

• coastal cities—substantial urban

4. grey growth and economic challenges,

conurbations beyond the State

for example, Lake Tyers Beach, Venus

capitals, for example, Geelong,

Bay, Clifton Springs

Portland, Warrnambool

5. ageing with slow growth, for example,
Port Fairy.

Figure 4.2 Average annual population growth, coastal towns, 1991–2001
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Source: Department of Sustainability and Environment, Towns in Time data.
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Rapid growth and some decline
Towns experiencing rapid growth are

Towns with very high annual growth

indicating that strong coastal population

spread throughout all coastal regions

rates, that is, annual growth greater

growth is not just a recent phenomenon.

while population loss is concentrated on

than 4.0 per cent

the Gippsland coast.

Towns with very high annual growth

rapid population growth in many towns,

Towns along the Victorian coast have

rates are spread out along the coast

a situation that can create difficulties

demonstrated a variety of patterns of

of Victoria. Eleven towns had annual

for the children of long term residents

population growth over the past two

population growth of 4.0 per cent or

who wish to purchase homes in the

decades, ranging from very rapid growth

higher in the 1991–2001 period, and

town they grew up in. The median

through to population decline. Patterns

include towns with populations greater

house price in the Surf Coast Shire, for

of growth also varied between the

than 1,000 people and some with

example, increased from $36,000 in

1980s and the 1990s and between

population between 400 and 1,000

1981 to $242,500 in 2001 ($390,000

coastal regions.

people. The towns are Surf Beach–

in 2004) and in the Bass Coast Shire,

Sunderland Bay (14 per cent), Shoreham

from $24,000 in 1981 to $130,000 in

Average annual population growth in
Victoria was 1.0 per cent from 1981
to 1991, and 0.9 per cent from 1991
to 2001. The following discussion
concentrates on the later period, with
reference to the earlier decade.

Increased house prices accompanied

(7.1 per cent), Port Campbell (7 per

2001 ($215,000 in 2004) (Valuer-General

cent), Inverloch (5.5 per cent), Torquay

2005).

(5.1 per cent), Somerville and St Andrews
Beach (both 4.7 per cent), Venus Bay
(4.5 per cent), Lake Tyers Beach (4.4
per cent), and Leopold and Aireys Inlet–
Fairhaven (both 4.3 per cent).

Strong growth in the 1981–91 period
was also experienced on the Mornington
Peninsula, largely because it provides
good access to Melbourne. The towns
of Mt Eliza, Mornington and the once

The rate of population growth in the

quiet seaside village of Mt Martha now

1981–91 period was also high for

have suburb status, forming part of the

Somerville, St Andrews, Venus Bay, Lake

contiguous area of Melbourne.

Tyres Beach and Aireys Inlet–Fairhaven,

Figure 4.3 Towns with very high annual growth rates, greater than 4.0 per cent, 1991–2001

•
•

•

•

•

•
•• •

Source: Department of Sustainability and Environment, Towns in Time data.
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Towns with very high growth in

Towns with high annual growth

Most of these towns also grew strongly

the 1981–2001 period were more

rates, that is, growth between 1.0

in the 1981–91 period. Very strong

geographically concentrated than in

and 4.0 per cent

growth was also experienced in towns

the period 1991–2001. Most were in

Nineteen towns had annual population

such as Loch Sport, Coronet Bay, Crib

the Bass Coast Shire including Surf

growth rates of between 1.0 and 4.0

Point, Cape Paterson and Rhyll.

Beach Sunderland Bay (6.8 per cent),

per cent in the period 1991–2001. This

Coronet Bay (6.5 per cent), Rhyll (5.6

The Bellarine Peninsula also showed

growth is concentrated in three main

per cent), Cape Paterson (5.1 per cent)

strong growth over the 1981–2001

areas—the Gippsland Lakes region (Loch

and Inverloch (4.6 per cent). Other

period, including Barwon Heads (3.8 per

Sport, 3.1 per cent; Lakes Entrance,

towns that experienced rapid growth

cent), Ocean Grove (3.0 per cent), and

1.8 per cent); around Westernport Bay

during this 20-year period included

Portarlington and Indented Head (both

(Somers, 3.9 per cent; Rhyll, 3.4 per

Loch Sport (6.9 per cent) in Wellington

1.8 per cent). Other areas of strong

cent; Coronet Bay, 2.4 per cent; Cape

Shire; Aireys Inlet–Fairhaven (6.9 per

growth during this 20-year period were

Paterson, 2.3 per cent; Crib Point, 1.4

cent) and Torquay (5.2 per cent) in the

in the Westernport region (Flinders, 1.5

per cent; Flinders 1.3 per cent); and on

Surf Coast Shire; and Crib Point (5.8 per

per cent; Somers, 3.8 per cent) and in

the Bellarine Peninsula (Clifton Springs,

cent) and Shoreham (5.2 per cent) in the

the Surf Coast Shire (Anglesea, 2.1 per

2.2 per cent; Ocean Grove, 2.1 per cent;

Mornington Peninsula Shire.

cent; Lorne, 1.6 per cent). The large

Barwon Heads, 3.1 per cent). Various

towns of Paynesville, Lakes Entrance

towns in the Surf Coast area also had

and Metung in East Gippsland also

high population growth rates during this

experienced high growth.

period, including Apollo Bay (2.9 per
cent) and Anglesea (1.1 per cent).

High growth towns

Figure 4.4 Towns with high annual growth rates, between 1.0 and 4.0 per cent, 1991–2001
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Source: Department of Sustainability and Environment, Towns in Time data.
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Low growth towns

Figure 4.5 Towns with low annual growth rates, between 0.0 and 1.0 per cent, 1991–2001
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Source: Department of Sustainability and Environment, Towns in Time data.

Towns with low annual growth rates,

of the Pyramid Building Society. The

that is, growth between 0.0 and

next census (in 2006) is likely to show

1.0 per cent

that Geelong has recovered from these

Towns that grew modestly (between

events. According to Victoria in Future

0.0 and 1.0 per cent) in the period

2004, the population of the City of

1991–2001 include some small

Greater Geelong is projected to grow

settlements (Indented Head and

at average annual rate of 1.4 per cent

Mallacoota, both 0.8 per cent;

(2001–06) and 1.2 per cent (2006–11).

Balnarring–Merricks, 0.7 per cent;

Towns with low annual growth rates

Lorne, 0.6 per cent; and Port Fairy, 0.4

during the 1981–2001 period are

per cent), and the two largest coastal

spread along the Coast, and include

towns in Victoria—Warrnambool and

Port Fairy in Moyne Shire, Hastings on

Geelong. Population growth in these

the Mornington Peninsula, Marlo in

large towns, while at low average rates,

East Gippsland, and Port Franklin in

was still in the thousands for the decade.

South Gippsland. The regional centres

The overall growth rate in Geelong in

of Geelong and Portland also fall into

particular reflects the impact of the

this category.

recession in the early 1990s and other
localised events such as the collapse
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Figure 4.6 Towns with annual population loss, growth less than 0.0 per cent, 1991–2001
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Source: Department of Sustainability and Environment, Towns in Time data.

Towns with annual population loss,

Apart from Queenscliff, this decline can

During the 1981–2001 period, the

that is, growth less than 0.0 per cent

be associated with small rural towns

towns that have lost population are

Over half the towns that lost population

that may have not yet experienced the

concentrated in the South Gippsland and

between 1991 and 2001 were in the

high demand for coastal living due

Wellington Shires, including the small

western part of the Gippsland Coast

to their specific location. Population

towns of Port Albert, Seaspray and Port

region; two more were in other parts of

decline in these towns is similar to that

Welshpool.

this region. This situation indicates that

in other parts of regional Victoria, but

these areas have not been targeted by

the situation in Queenscliff is different.

the same markets as other parts of the

This town has seen high demand and

coast, particularly near Melbourne.

strong house price increases, but its

Towns in this group include Port Albert
(–3.1 per cent), Welshpool (–2.5 per
cent), Fish Creek (–2.4 per cent), Toora
(–1.4 per cent), Queenscliff (–1.1 per
cent), Foster (–-0.9 per cent), and
Portland and Tyabb (both –0.5 per cent).

older average age profile, its contained
nature and its exclusivity indicate that
permanent residents may have been
replaced by owners of holiday homes,
resulting in declining population and
households and increasing vacancy rates.

While population decline was small in
overall numbers for most of these towns,
the proportional declines are quite
significant, particularly for those towns
with only small populations.
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Permanent and non-permanent residents—changes in
vacant dwellings
While house vacancy rates in coastal

to permanent dwellings. Because the

Surf Beach–Sunderland Bay (–20.6 per

towns are above average, the conversion

census is conducted in August on a

cent), Inverloch (–18.0 per cent), Port

of holiday homes to permanent

weeknight, the number of holiday home

Campbell (–17.5 per cent), Somers

dwellings continues strongly.

owners present is minimised, as is the

(–14.8 per cent), Lake Tyers Beach

number of permanent residents away

(–12.6 per cent) and Loch Sport (–11.0

from home. It is, however, difficult

per cent). These figures indicate that the

to accurately estimate the number of

high population growth is associated

holiday houses used as a second home,

with conversion of holiday homes to

used part time or rented out for part of

permanent residences and vacancy rate

the year.

decreases. Older people or families

The conversion of holiday homes to
permanent dwellings is a trend that
separates coastal areas from many
(but not all) other regional areas. But
nowhere else is this conversion stronger.
While a birds-eye view may indicate little
change in the dwelling stock, walking

Across Victoria in 2001, the vacancy rate

around a coastal town in the middle

was 9.6 per cent; for regional Victoria it

of winter may indicate just how many

was 14.3 per cent. The average vacancy

permanent residents there are.

rate in coastal towns in 2001 was well

Unoccupied dwellings are counted at
the time of the census. Unoccupied
dwellings as a proportion of total
dwellings are presented in the data
as nominal vacancy rates. Analysing
vacancy rates from the census gives an
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above these rates, at around 37 per cent.
This includes approximately 20 towns
with vacancy rates above 50 per cent,
such as Venus Bay, Peterborough, Lorne,
Cowes and Flinders, which are traditional
and popular holiday locations.

insight into the likely number of holiday

Many of the towns in the high and very

homes in an area, while comparing

high growth categories between 1991–

vacancy rate data over time provides the

2001 experienced significant drops in the

story of conversion of holiday houses

vacancy rate during this period, including

may buy holiday houses for permanent
use with money made in metropolitan
housing markets. One group converting
holiday homes to permanent dwellings
are retirees: older people who have
owned a holiday house and be familiar
with an area may decide to retire there
for lifestyle reasons, when the geography
of jobs and children may no longer have
a strong bearing on their housing choice.
The steady change over time can be seen
in a range of towns along the Victorian
coast, from Lakes Entrance to Torquay
and many towns in between.

Table 4.1 Changing vacancy rates, selected towns, 1981–2001
Vacancy rate %

1981

1986

1991

1996

2001

Barwon Heads

45.8

41.1

39.3

38.0

35.7

Lakes Entrance

31.8

29.7

23.2

24.1

22.4

Torquay

45.2

42.2

37.5

35.3

30.6

Balnarring–Merricks

59.1

51.9

47.0

42.8

37.2

Source: Department of Sustainability and Environment, Towns in Time data.

There is an equally large number of

residential property along coasts has

towns experiencing increasing vacancy

therefore occurred for lifestyle and

rates. This situation reflects their

financial reasons. Towns in this category

exclusivity and the fact that rising house

include Lorne, Metung, Apollo Bay, Point

prices are being driven more by the

Lonsdale, Queenscliff and Port Fairy. In

demand for holiday homes than by the

these locations, ‘a high proportion of

demand for permanent residences.

property owner...are absentee landlords,

Increasing demand from secondhome owners is influential. Higher
second-home ownership is a function

who own holiday house or weekenders’
(report for the National Sea Change
Taskforce, p. 4).

of increasing affluence, with much of
this increasing wealth being in middle
and older age groups where the first
home is paid for. Housing investment
in Australia remains a sound source of
wealth accumulation: investment in
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Coastal town populations swell in the summer months,
creating management problems
‘Victorians and visitors to Victoria clearly

What is the population of Lorne

value the coast and the near shore

for example? Is it the wintertime

environment. This is evidenced by the

population of 1,216 (Census 2001),

number of people who choose to spend

the summertime population of 6,700,

their leisure time in coastal areas. The

or the peak summer population of

coast attracts 70 million visits each year

20,000 on the day the Pier to Pub

from Victorians alone, more than any

swim is held? All population figures

other recreational area in the State.’

are relevant to infrastructure planning

Consequently, ‘the coast experiences

and capacity. These fluctuations ‘can

great variations in the size of coastal

place huge pressure on the natural

town populations at different times of

coastal environment and existing

the year’ (Victorian Coastal Strategy

services, infrastructure and amenities,

2002). Information on vacancy rates

which normally cater for substantially

outlined on previous pages shows that

fewer people’ (Victorian Coastal

coastal areas have a concentration

Strategy 2002).

of towns with seasonal variations in
population when compared with the rest
of Victoria.
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Figure 4.7 Cars and rubbish during the summer peak, Surf Coast, Victoria

Figure 4.8 Peak population estimates 1 for selected towns, 2001
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Sources: Department of Sustainability and Environment, Towns in Time data; Royal Automobile Club of Victoria, 2000, Experience Victoria.

Peak population estimates take into account potential population should unoccupied dwellings and tourist accommodation be used. A count of unoccupied dwellings is provided by the
Australian Bureau of Statistics Census, and this number has been multiplied by the average household size for regional Victoria in 2001 (2.52 persons). Tourist accommodation data has
been obtained from the Royal Automobile Club of Victoria Experience Victoria accommodation guide and the number of persons in tourist accommodation determined on the basis of
either two persons per bedroom or a person capacity where this was stated.
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The seachange—retirees and lifestylers
Making the ‘seachange’ has long been

The following towns had at least

This strong concentration of older

the domain of retirees, but closer to

35 per cent of their population aged

people on the coast means that labour

Melbourne, young families are moving to

60 years or older in 2001—Indented

force participation rates tend to be low.

certain coastal towns

Head, St Leonards, Point Lonsdale

Figures for 2001 reveal, for example,

and Portarlington in Greater Geelong;

that Loch Sport, Venus Bay, St Leonards,

Ageing population

Venus Bay, Port Welshpool, Loch Sport,

Coronet Bay and Indented Head had

An increasing proportion of people in

Paynesville, and Metung in South and

less than 37 per cent of their population

the older age groups is a common theme

East Gippsland; and Coronet Bay, San

aged older than 15 years participating in

throughout Australia with the ageing of

Remo and Cowes in Bass Coast. Point

the workforce.

the ‘baby boomers’. In 2001, Victorian

Lonsdale in particular had a doubling

coastal towns had a higher proportion of

of the 75–plus age group, from 7.2 per

people aged 60 years and older (25 per

cent in 1981 to 15.3 per cent in 2001.

cent) than regional Victoria (19 per cent).

An ageing population may also mean
a more dependent one that requires
particular services and facilities. This

Inverloch also experienced rapid

can be particularly challenging for some

Most towns along the Victorian coast

population growth, increasing from

coastal areas that have poor or difficult

have attracted increasing proportions

1,523 people in 1981 to 3,742 in 2001.

access. As some people become more

of people aged 60 years and over, a

While the proportion of people in the

dependent, however, they may choose

phenomenon that has occurred both

60–plus age group has remained fairly

to relocate to larger centres such as

in towns that are growing in overall

constant since 1981, there has been a

Bairnsdale and Colac further inland,

population and in many that are

large increase in total numbers in this

where there are more aged care services.

declining. This increase is most likely

age group, from 469 in 1981 to 1,149

due to a combination of retirement

in 2001. An additional 284 people joined

migration adding older people to the

the 60–plus age group in the five years

population, the ageing of resident

from 1996–2001.

communities, and the loss of young
adults from smaller regional towns
throughout the State to the larger
regional centres and Melbourne.
Figure 4.9 Towns with increasing proportion of people aged 60 years and older, 1991–2001

Source: Department of Sustainability and Environment, Towns in Time data.
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Figure 4.10 Towns with decreasing proportion of people aged 60 years and older, 1991–2001

Source: Department of Sustainability and Environment, Towns in Time data.

Despite increasing proportions of people

Younger families

increasing from 21.9 per cent in 1981.

aged 60 years and older being the most

Closer to Melbourne, however, some

The town is also strongly represented in

common pattern in the 1991–2001

towns tell a different tale, with younger

the 60 years and older age group, with

period, a number of towns also saw

age groups continuing to move in.

19.3 per cent in 2001 compared with

the proportion of this age group

Some towns are characterised by

13.6 per cent in Torquay and 18 per

decline. These towns are evenly spread

families—Torquay in the Surf Coast

cent in Ocean Grove.

along the coast, but most are in the

Shire, and Ocean Grove and Barwon

Surf Coast–Bellarine and Westernport

Proximity to services in Geelong (such as

Heads in the City of Greater Geelong

areas. While a few of these towns were

schools, recreation, shopping, health and

are good examples. Children aged 0–17

already experiencing declining overall

employment opportunities) together with

years represent around 27 per cent of

populations (Welshpool, Marlo, Tyabb),

a desirable coastal lifestyle make these

the population in all these towns. This is

the remaining towns were very high or

towns appealing locations for families.

not new for Torquay and Ocean Grove,

high growth towns in the 1991–2001

Being within commuting distance of

indeed, both towns have consistently

period. This situation indicates that the

Melbourne is an added attraction.

had similar proportions (24.8 per cent

declining proportion of people aged 60

in Torquay and 30.8 per cent in Ocean

years and older is due to an increase in

Grove in 1981). Barwon Heads (the

the number of people aged less than 60

original town from the television series

years, rather than an actual decline in

Seachange) experienced the greatest

older persons in these towns.

change in the 0–17 year age group,
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Tourist-related jobs dominate coastal employment even
in the ‘off season’
Kevin O’Connor, Professor of Urban

much of this employment is seasonal,

of its population employed in these

Planning and Associate Dean (Academic)

peaking in the summer months, and the

industries. Another 14 towns have more

in the faculty of Architecture, Building

census question asks about employment

than 10 per cent of their populations

and Planning at the University of

in the past week. Student employment

employed in these industries. In fact,

Melbourne, states that a typical coastal

in cafes and restaurants is also common

approximately 75 per cent of coastal

economy is limited to tourism services

over the summer holidays.

towns have above-average employment

and constrained by metropolitan
dominance. The 2002 Victorian Coastal
Strategy identified that ‘regional
economies are becoming increasingly
dependent on coastal tourism’.

The following graph indicates the

in this sector.

12 coastal towns that have more
than 15 per cent of their workers
employed in the tourist-related areas of
accommodation, cafes and restaurants.

Coastal tourism is described as an

This figure is much higher than for the

industry but it embodies many facets,

whole of Victoria (4.5 per cent) and for

including the tourism activities, the

regional Victoria (5 per cent). Lorne, with

tourism attractions, the associated

Erskine House, the Cumberland Resort,

hospitality sector, transportation,

and its restaurant-lined Main Street is at

infrastructure and services (Workshop

the top of the list, with 34.2 per cent

backgrounders, 2003 Ocean
Management Research Network
National Conference).
The report to the National Sea Change
Taskforce noted, however, that ‘actual
levels of employment in tourism-related
industries are only marginally above
the Australian average in many such

Figure 4.11 Proportion of persons employed in accommodation, cafes and
restaurants in selected coastal towns, 2001

challenge: best practice models of Local
and regional planning for sea change
communities p. 57).
Tourism
Census data collected on employment in
accommodation, cafes and restaurants

40.0
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is a good indicator of tourism-related

ct
Vi

employment in Victorian coastal towns.

gio
Re

These figures are collected in August;
as such, they under-represent the total
numbers involved in tourism because
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Source: Department of Sustainability and Environment, Towns in Time data.

The growth of employment in this sector

(957 people) compared with 16 per

cent), Seaspray (28.6 per cent), Smiths

over time is also noticeable. Lorne in

cent for Victoria and 14 per cent for

Beach (27.2 per cent), Fish Creek (27.0

1981, for example, had only 13.8 per

regional Victoria. But Portland has seen

per cent), Tarwin Lower (25.0 per cent)

cent of its population employed in this

a fluctuating proportion of people

and Peterborough (24.6 per cent). An

sector. By 2001 however, this proportion

employed in this sector, up from 18.4

increase in retail employment has also

had risen to more than 34 per cent.

per cent in 1981 to around 27.5 per cent

been experienced on the Mornington

The level of growth varies from town

in 1991, but falling again to 23.4 per

Peninsula where, for example, Hastings

to town, but there is a common theme

cent in 2001.

has increased from 6.6 per cent in 1981

of increasing tourism-related services in
most Victorian coastal towns.
Manufacturing
Manufacturing investment on Victorian
coastlines is quite small, with the
exception of Torquay’s surfing industry.
Rip Curl’s founders started wetsuit
production in an old house with a
pre-World War II sewing machine In
Torquay in 1971. Although Rip Curl is
internationally successful, the company
only employs around 100 people in
the Torquay area, contributing to the
12.5 per cent of Torquay’s workers in
manufacturing.

The Mornington Peninsula also has a
concentration of manufacturing workers.
Hastings and Tyabb have around 23
per cent of workers in manufacturing
and Somerville has around 19 per
cent, representing 795 workers. It is
likely, however, that some of these
workers commute to industrial areas
of metropolitan Melbourne such as
Frankston or Dandenong South.
Servicing role
Warrnambool plays a regional centre role
and has many typical characteristics of
such a centre. In terms of employment,
13.6 per cent of its population is

Approximately 77 per cent of coastal

employed in health and community

towns had below the regional Victorian

services, 8.8 per cent are employed in

average for manufacturing employment

education (with the presence of both

(14 per cent); half had less than 7

TAFE and university) and 19.2 per cent

per cent. There are some exceptions,

in retail trade.

however, and three general areas in
particular have strong manufacturing
employment on the Victorian coastline.
Geelong plays a regional centre role
and also has long established industrial
and port functions. Geelong had 18.2
per cent of its workers employed in
manufacturing in 2001, however this
has steadily fallen over the past 20 years,
from more than 33 per cent in 1981.
Portland has an aluminium smelter,
which contributed to its higher than
average employment in manufacturing
in 2001—23.4 per cent of workers

to 16.1 per cent in 2001, and Somerville
from 12.6 per cent to 19.4 per cent.
Unemployment
The average unemployment rate in
coastal towns was around 9 per cent in
2001, higher than the overall Victorian
rate of 6.8 percent and the regional
Victorian rate of 7.0 per cent. Towns
with very high unemployment rates
(more than 20 per cent) include towns
with populations often less than 20
people. Loch Sport has 60 unemployed
people (28.7 per cent), the highest in
any coastal town. At the other end of
the scale, some coastal towns have
below average unemployment rates,
such as Barwon Heads (5.5 per cent)
and Somerville (4.8 per cent).
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