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1 Introduction
Towns in time 2001 – Analysis is a key

The Department of Sustainability and

reproduce much of this information and

publication in a series of publications

Environment has previously produced

simply include the changes that occurred

designed to provide easy access to

simple one-page data profiles of 396

from 1996–2001, this document

a range of demographic data and

towns, 57 rural balances of Victorian

presents an overview of the changes

analysis. Each publication includes basic

local government areas (LGAs) and eight

between 1981 and 2001, and provides

census data (Regional Victoria in fact

New South Wales LGAs that border

further analysis of four key elements of

and Melbourne in fact); population

Victoria to the north. This information

demographic change in:

projections (Victoria in future 2004);

has been available on the department’s

and time series data and analysis

website since late 2003.

based on census information (Towns in
Time). These publications (which were
previously produced by the Department
of Infrastructure) are prepared by
the Department of Sustainability and
Environment.
Towns in time 2001 is designed for users
in non-metropolitan areas of Victoria,
and for those wanting to consider
the unique character of one or more
Victorian towns.

Towns in time 2001 Analysis takes the
next step by analysing some of this data
and attempting to build the ‘big picture’

• regional centres
• coastal areas
• exurban areas
• the changing dynamics of small towns

around some of the key demographic

The Study of small towns in Victoria

trends affecting towns and cities in

revisited has also been updated to

regional Victoria.

provide more detailed analysis that goes

The 1999 edition of Towns in Time
covered the period 1981–96 and gave a
comprehensive analysis of demographic

well beyond the scope of the census
variables available in the Towns in Time
database.

change in regional Victoria. Rather than

Revisiting the Study of small towns in Victoria
In 1987, the then Ministry for Planning

The department engaged Professor

The researchers made a number of key

and Environment co-commissioned

John Martin (from La Trobe University

findings and noted the resilience and

and published (in 1988) the Study of

Bendigo), John Henshall (a consultant

robustness of these small towns and

small towns in Victoria. This highly

involved in the original 1988 study)

their communities. A detailed summary

successful and seminal work focused

and a group of researchers from five

of the finding of this investigation is

on a detailed study of six diverse

universities that are part of the Victorian

contained in the second half of this

regional Victorian towns—Murtoa,

Universities Regional Research Network

report.

Camperdown, Stanhope, Beechworth,

(VURRN) to undertake this research. The

Ouyen and Swifts Creek. Revisiting each

consortium revisited the six towns in late

of the towns was critical to update this

September 2005 to analyse how each

important work and to complement the

have fared over the 17 years since the

development of Towns in time 2001.

original study was undertaken.
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2 Overview of change in towns,
1981–2001
Regional Victoria covers over 218,000

As in other parts of Australia, external

Because Melbourne has more 70 per

square kilometres, an area more than

forces are having a greater influence

cent of the State’s population, and is the

three times larger than Tasmania. And

on towns and rural areas in regional

focus for many industries and services,

its population of more than 1.3 million is

Victoria. National and international

relative proximity to this mass of people

larger than Adelaide’s. Regional Victoria

economic and social shifts, for example,

and activity has a major impact on

is physically diverse, with average

are increasingly affecting a town’s

regional Victoria. It is hardly surprising,

annual rainfall in parts of the Mallee, for

population, its economic wellbeing and

therefore, that regional Victoria has (and

example, being less than one-twelfth the

even its community.

will always have) an uneven pattern of

rainfall in the Alps. Its soils, geology and

settlement.

terrain are also highly variable.

Figure 2.1 Victoria’s settlement pattern, 2001
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Source: Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2001 Census data.
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Regional Victoria’s future is also

Increasing capitalisation of agriculture,

Towns in regional Victoria display

strongly influenced by the legacy of

low commodity prices, a general

both a resilience to change and an

past economies, social structures,

reduction in manufacturing employment,

ability to adapt to new circumstances.

cultures and ecologies. The relative

and changes in demographics (lower

While flood, drought, bushfires, world

wellbeing of towns in regional Victoria

fertility rates and an ageing population)

commodity price downturns and changes

reflects their adjustment from a past

are some of the factors that have had

in trade practices have threatened most

landscape of economic opportunity to

significant impacts right across regional

towns at some time, they generally

a new one. Historically, this was most

Victoria.

bounce back. Towns are also very

sharply demonstrated in the gold rush
days, when hordes of people quickly
shifted to new ‘finds’. The population
in Maryborough, for example, reached
50,000 during the gold rush, but since
then, there has been a constant (but
slower) shift of people out of the town
as new opportunities have been created
elsewhere.

The 1990s was a particularly difficult
period for regional Victoria, a fact that
was recorded in the 1999 edition of
Towns in Time. Low wool and wheat
prices were most severely felt in the
western third of Victoria; the collapse

dynamic, defying the perception that
nothing much changes. This is especially
evident in the populations of towns in
regional Victoria, with many experiencing
significant movement into and out of
their communities.

of the Pyramid Building Society most

Towns have experienced the social and

affected towns in the Geelong and

cultural changes being experienced

Ballarat regions and in the Western

across Australia—changes in family

Victoria has always been a primate city

District; local and State Government

structures, in values, in what people do,

state. Even in the days of the gold rush,

restructuring led to the loss of

and in how they spend their time. They

Melbourne was Victoria’s dominant

government employment in many

have also seen significant economic

administrative, political and commercial

smaller centres where it had previously

changes. Agriculture, for example, was

centre. While much wealth was

been a mainstay; and towns in the

once a labour intensive family business;

generated on the land in Victoria’s first

Latrobe Valley bore the consequences

now it is highly technologically advanced

150 years, that wealth was transformed

of the restructuring and downsizing of

demanding high investment. Such

and added to in Melbourne.

principal industries.

changes inevitably affect the role, size

Despite this fact, regional Victoria was

Since the mid 1990s, however, regional

able to keep significant shares of the

Victoria has recovered strongly.

wealth it generated in wheat, wool

Population growth has increased in

and other rural commodities. Regional

almost all towns, and those with

development initiatives led to soldier

declining populations are losing less

settlement schemes and other programs

people. Further, unemployment is lower

that promoted regional industry and

and employment growth is stronger. A

employment. These and other initiatives

new economy is emerging in regional

and schemes allowed most of regional

Victoria, one that recognises the

Victoria to experience strong and

challenges of volatile and uncertain

continuous economic and population

conditions and one that sees the

growth until recently, even though its

opportunities emerging from economic

share of population was declining.

globalisation.

and structure of towns.
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Demographic and social change in regional Victoria
Following the first gold discovery in

The gold rush represents an extreme

expansion of agriculture and the many

1851, regional Victoria’s population grew

case of a series of shifting opportunities

services needed in towns to support

quickly and was home to 80 per cent of

within regional Victoria. Over the last

large rural populations and businesses

the State’s population. This population

150 years, regional Victoria has also

gradually declined to about 30 per cent

experienced:

by 1970, where it has remained quite
constant to date.

• population growth of regional cities
as centres of manufacturing (often with

• strong population growth in rural

industries allied to local rural production)

areas through much of the nineteenth

and as centres for an increasing range

and early twentieth centuries, due to the

of services, including government. Since
1981, regional centres have experienced

Figure 2.2 Relative population growth in Melbourne and regional Victoria

health and business services, which are

No. of People
(millions)
5.0

Melbourne

Regional Victoria

4.0
3.5
3.0
2.5
2.0
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1891
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Year
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1941
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0.0%
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Source: Australian Bureau of Statistics, 1841 to 2001 Census data.

2001

Regional Victoria

1.6%
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able to serve a large regional catchment
with the aid of modern communications

4.5

1841

strong growth in retailing, education,

1996-2001

Figure 2.3 Population change in Victorian towns, 1991–2001
Number of persons

3,00
1,500
300
-300
-1,500
-3,000

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

• growth in coastal areas, in the Murray

• declining rural populations as

• growth of peri-urban areas around

Valley, and more recently in Alpine areas

farms and other rural businesses have

Melbourne and regional centres, aided

as holiday resorts, particularly over the

grown or merged and become larger,

by a combination of factors such as

last ten years, a phenomenon often

replacing labour with capital or replacing

greater individual mobility (car ownership

referred to as either a ‘seachange’ or a

permanent labour with specialist

in particular), improved transport and

‘treechange’

contractors

communications, employment growth
on the edge of Melbourne, and more
flexible working regimes.

Figure 2.4 Migration flows of people aged 15–34 years, 1986–2001
1991 to 1996

1986 to 1991

35,000

38,800

27,900

7,100 fewer
than pervious
period

Net gain to Melbourne = 3,800

41,900

3,100 more
than previous
period

Net gain to Melbourne = 14,000

1996 to 2001

23,540

4,360 fewer
than pervious
period

40,200

1,700 fewer
than previous
period

Net gain to Melbourne = 16,660

Source: Australian Bureau of Statistics, 1981 to 2001, unpublished Census data.
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Table 2.1 Population growth, regional Victoria, 1981–2005
Period

Population growth

Average annual population
growth rate (%)

1981–86

80,220

1.4

1986–91

71,867

1.2

1991–96

12,079

0.2

1996–2001

56,225

0.9

2001–05*

54,436

1.0

Source: Australian Bureau of Statistics, Estimated Resident Population, 1981 to 2005.
*This figure is a preliminary population estimate and will be revised by the Australian Bureau of Statistics in March 2007.

In the early 1990s, regional Victoria’s

in regional Victoria has recovered

undertaken, we know that higher levels

population growth slowed as a direct

strongly. While Melbourne came out of

of overseas migration to Australia and

result of the economic downturn,

the recession earlier and more strongly,

Victoria have little impact because less

while Melbourne was less affected by

regional Victoria has now returned to

than 10 per cent of these migrants

the recession. Regional Victoria lost

strong growth.

settle in regional Victoria. Furthermore,

more people, particularly its youth, to

Higher population growth rates in the

Melbourne and interstate. Because it

period 1996–2001 were attributable

was also gaining fewer new people,

to higher levels of net movements out

population growth slowed in almost

of Melbourne and lower net losses

every town.

interstate. While census deficiencies

Since the mid to late 1990s, however,

prevent a balance sheet of the different

the economic and population growth

components of population change being

Figure 2.5 Net migration by age, regional Victoria, 1996–2001
10,000
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5,000

0
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-10,000
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Source: Australian Bureau of Statistics,1996 to 2001
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the impact of low fertility rates is long
term. In other words, as the population
ages, there are lower levels of natural
increase to compensate for the number
of deaths. It is, however, likely that
net flows from Melbourne to regional
Victoria will increase as Victoria’s
population continues to age.

The ageing of regional Victoria’s

has higher proportions of young and

people the number of households and

population has already begun and is

older people, but a notable deficiency

dwellings. Areas of high population

expected to accelerate in the next few

of young adults who are attracted

growth have seen the number of

years. Regional Victoria (like elsewhere)

to Melbourne by tertiary education,

households and dwellings also grow

also has a ‘bulge’ of baby boomers—

employment and cultural opportunities.

more quickly, reflecting both the

people born in 1946 will celebrate their

Significant social and cultural changes

60th birthday during 2006, and there

have also been occurring, with social

are large cohorts of baby boomers born

institutions such as the family, religion

through the late 1940s, 1950s and

and community being in various stages

1960s who will join them over time—

of change. Over the 1981–2001

who are nearing retirement age. In

period, for example, regional Victoria

regional Victoria, the baby boomer bulge

experienced strong growth in one and

is enhanced by people moving out of

two person households. These smaller

Melbourne and into regional Victoria to

households are now the majority of all

enjoy their retirement. Comparisons with

households, reflecting the changing

Melbourne show that regional Victoria

declining average household size and the
increasing numbers of second holiday
homes. Even in western areas of the
State, which have been experiencing
population decline mostly through the
out-migration of young adults, the
number of households and dwellings
has increased, a strong indication that
our changing social organisation requires
more dwellings to house the same
number, or even less, people.

relationship between the number of

Figure 2.6 Differences in age structures between Melbourne and regional Victoria, 2001
Melbourne
9.0

Regional Vic

Propotion of population (%)

8.0
7.0
6.0
5.0
4.0
3.0
2.0
1.0

er

4

ov

an
d

85

9

-8
80

4

-7
75

9

-7
70

4

-6
65

-6

9

5-year age group

60

9

4

-5
55

-5
50

4

-4
45

9

-4
40

9

4

-3
35

-3
30

4

-2
25

9

-2
20

9

4

-1
15

-1
10

5-

0-

4

0.0

Source: Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2001 Census data.
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Economic change
Regional Victoria has always been

Regional Victoria, like elsewhere, has

While manufacturing employment

part of the global economy, exporting

experienced a shift of employment

declined by 70,000 in Melbourne during

agricultural produce and more recently,

out of agriculture. More than 20,000

the period 1981–2001, manufacturing

increasingly adding value to it. A

jobs were lost in this sector between

employment in regional Victoria

generation ago, the textile, clothing

1981 and 2001, almost entirely in

actually grew. After declining slightly

and footwear industries were prominent

the 1980s. In 2001 only 11.5 per

in the 1980s, more than 11,000 extra

features in regional centres such as

cent of regional Victoria’s workforce

manufacturing jobs were created

Warrnambool, Ballarat, Bendigo and

was directly employed in agriculture

between 1991 and 2001. During the

Wangaratta. Those industries have

compared with more than 19 per cent

same period, however, regional Victoria

largely shifted to low cost developing

in 1981. During this twenty-year period,

experienced losses of employment in the

countries, and in their place, food

however, employment opportunities have

1990s in government administration and

processing and allied industries have

opened up in value-adding industries

defence (4,000) and electricity gas and

grown.

as agriculture has become increasingly

water (10,000).

capital intensive.

Figure 2.7 Change in employment by industry sector, regional Victoria, 1981–91 and 1991–2001
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A general restructuring of employment
in government, particularly in the early
1990s, as well as one-off changes in
defence establishments, have had a
critical impact on reducing employment
in these sectors. Yet this pattern of
employment change is consistent
with a changing industry structure in
Victoria and beyond. Many tasks that
were carried out by government and
former public enterprises such as the
State Electricity Commission of Victoria,
for example, have been outsourced or
contracted to specialist firms that provide
a range of professional and technical
services.
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3 Regional centres
In the last intercensal period—between

health care, retail and entertainment,

1996 and 2001—almost all major

and offering services not available in

regional cities returned to strong

the smaller towns. In the 20-year period

population growth. While these cities

covered by Towns in Time, it is clear

had been hit hard by the recession of the

that most large regional cities in Victoria

early 1990s, they reasserted themselves

have experienced moderate to strong

as the dominant centres of their regions,

population growth.

acting as focal points for jobs, education,

Figure 3.1 Population growth in towns, 1981–2001

Mildura

Population growth 1981 to 2001
Persons
15,000

7,500

Ouyen

1,500
-1,500

Swan Hill

-7,500

-15,000

Echuca
Wodonga
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Shepparton

Benalla

Bendigo

Horsham

Castlemaine

Mansfield

Ararat
Ballarat
Hamilton

Bacchus
Marsh

Wallan

Drouin

Geelong
Portland

Warrnambool

Moe
Taralgon
Morwell

Torquay

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

Melbourne

Wonthaggi

Sale

Regional centres are growing more quickly than average
The growth of the regional centres is

The main exception to this pattern

more apparent when compared with

has been the population losses from

growth in the smaller towns around

towns such as Moe and Morwell in the

them. While the following chart shows

Latrobe Valley. Towns that experienced

that there is some flow-on effect of the

population losses during this period

growth in regional centres in terms of

generally experienced them because of

growth in their hinterlands, the smaller

economic restructuring. In the Latrobe

towns beyond this influence generally

Valley, for example, major changes

have not grown nearly as strongly. The

to the electricity generation industry

exceptions are some small towns in high

and ongoing reductions in the timber

amenity areas such as those on the coast

industry have lead to steady population

or close to other natural attractions.

losses.

Figure 3.2 Population growth, large towns, small towns and rural areas, 1981–2001
Population
(persons)
35,000

Large Towns

Small Towns and Rural Areas

30,000

25,000

20,000

15,000

10,000
1981

1986

1991

1996

2001

Source: Department of Sustainability and Environment, Towns in Time data.
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Regional centres are attractive to a range of age groups
The major regional centres tend to show

The normal pattern of regional areas

Regional centres tend to have higher

a more balanced age–sex profile when

losing a lot of population in the 18–25

proportions of 18–34 year olds and

compared with the smaller towns and

age range is largely associated with

lower proportions of 35–60 year olds

rural areas of Victoria. Because regional

young people moving away after

than smaller towns, and rural areas in

centres offer a greater range of services

completing secondary school or tertiary

particular. This pattern changes in the

and opportunities, including employment

study to seek further education or job

later years, however, as many retired

and education, they tend to attract

opportunities. The regional centres

persons seek to live closer to family or

people across a wider range of age

are, however, often able to offer some

medical facilities.

groups.

tertiary education opportunities and

The normal pattern of migration for

therefore retain their younger population

regional Victoria is that it gains children

better than the more remote areas

and adults aged over 30 years, but loses

and smaller towns. Figure 3.3 clearly

young adults, particularly those aged 18

illustrates this pattern.

to 25 years. While the major regional
centres are more likely to retain their
school leavers, there are still losses once
people complete their tertiary studies.

Figure 3.3 Selected age groups in Horsham, Murtoa and Horsham Rural
Balance Local Government Areas, 2001
% of Population
30.0
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0.0
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Age groups
Source: Department of Sustainability and Environment, Towns in Time data.

14

75+

Greater Bendigo

19 20-24 25-29 30-34 35-39 40-44 45-49 50-54 55-59 60-64 65-69 70-74 75+

1981 to 1986

1991 to 1996

1986 to 1991

1996 to 2001

Figure 3.4 Implied net migration by age, regional Victoria,
1976–81 to 1996–2001
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Source: Australian Bureau of Statistics, Census 1976 to 2001; Department of Sustainability and
Environment, unpublished data.

Figure 3.5 Implied net migration into the Greater Bendigo Local Government
Area, 1976–81 to 1996–2001
Greater Bendigo
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Source: Australian Bureau of Statistics, Census 1976 to 2001; Department of Sustainability and
Environment, unpublished data.
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The large regional centres are becoming more diverse in
their employment opportunities compared with the rest of
regional Victoria
The larger Victorian regional centres

their growth across the State and in

generally offer more diverse employment

Melbourne. The chart shows that the

opportunities than in the past. The

service economy, which is growing

following chart uses Wodonga as an

strongly, is also witnessing growth in

example, it illustrates that there was a

the retail and accommodation sectors in

strong dominance of manufacturing,

Wodonga.

retail and government jobs in the highest
level industry groupings in 1981. In the
20 years to 2001, employment growth
was strongest in industry groupings such
as education, health and community
services, and property and business
services. Growth in these sectors reflects

While better employment opportunities
in regional centres attract young
people, especially secondary or tertiary
school leavers, they are also attractive
to families wanting greater job
opportunities.

Figure 3.6 Change in employment by industry, Wodonga Local
Government Area, 1981–2001

1981

Industry of employment

2001

Personal and other services
Cultural & recreational services
Health & community services
Education
Government admin. & defence
Property & business services
Finance and insurance
Communication
Transport and storage
Accomm., cafes & restaurants
Retail trade
Wholesale trade
Construction
Electricity, gas & water supply
Manufacturing
Mining
Agriculture, forestry & fishing

0.0

5.0

10.0

15.0

20.0

Proportion of employed persons (%)
Source: Australian Bureau of Statistics, Census 1981 and 2001
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25.0

Larger regional centres continue to attract population and
services from their surrounding areas and smaller towns
Regional centres continue to attract

Looking at the five-year migration

is also a good example of a major

people from the areas around them.

pattern for some of Victorias largest

regional centre that both attracts

Anecdotal evidence suggests that the

regional areas, it is clear that most

population from and loses population

drivers behind some of this movement

people who have moved into a large

to other major centres; Greater Geelong

relates to losses of services from the

regional centre have come from the

and Ballarat are significant sources of

smaller towns, and their consolidation

surrounding local government areas.

migrants to Warrnambool.

into the larger regional centres.
The concentration of employment
opportunities in the larger regional
centres means that they continue to
grow, often at the expense of the smaller
surrounding towns.

The illustration above shows that the
largest in-migration into Warrnambool
between 1996 and 2001 was from
the three nearest LGAs of Moyne,
Corangamite and Glenelg. Warrnambool

Figure 3.7 Migration into Warrnambool by Local Government Area, 1996–2001

people
>500 people
people
200-499 people
people
100-199 people

Ballarat

Southern
Grampians

Glenelg

Corangamite

Greater
Geelong

Moyne

Warrnambool

Source: Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2001 Census data.
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The hinterlands, or reach, of regional centres
is extending
The exurban areas around metropolitan

These models can also benefit a

Melbourne are highly connected with the

particular municipality and increase the

metropolitan area. The same connections

net economic and social benefit to the

exist between the major regional cities

local community because of increased

and their surrounding hinterlands.

patronage of services and social

While these connections have certain
resource implications, particularly near
the Victorian border where regional cities
(such as Mildura, Swan Hill, Echuca and
Wodonga) may be providing services for
residents of New South Wales, federal
funding to the States is provided on
a per capita basis and uses place of
residence, not place where services are
accessed, to determine funding levels.
Similarly, municipalities are funded at the
State level using a model that includes
a component of resident population.
Official Australian Bureau of Statistics
data is used. These current funding
models may, therefore, mean that larger
regional centres are providing services for
residents of other municipalities because
their catchment spans the borders of
their own LGA.
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interactions. Nevertheless, it is important
to recognise the implications of providing
higher order services in terms of the
potential catchment that some will have.

Regional centres grow in a similar pattern to larger
urban areas
The larger regional centres experience

Figure 3.8 Population growth in Bendigo, by census

diverse patterns of internal population

collection district, 1996–2001
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for some inner city regeneration to take

Figure 3.9 Population growth in Horsham by census

place, as is evidenced by some of the

collection district, 1996–2001

BO



OL

A





 200







40
-40
-200













400

 

DIM

1996 to 2001



Population change

DO

O
EN

growing census collection districts.



-400









A
MER
WIM












W

TE

RN

HE

NT
Y

ES



Source: Australian Bureau of Statistics, 1996 and 2001 Census data.

19

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

Orbost

Melbourne

•

Nelson

•

•

Geelong

Warrnambool

Portland

Glenelg Shipwreck Coast

•

Lorne
Apollo Bay

•

•

•

Great Ocean
Road

Surf
Coast

Bairnsdale

• •
Lakes Entrance

Portsea

•

•
Cowes

•

Mallacoota

East Gippsland

Gippsland Lakes
Wonthaggi

•

Mornington Bass
Coast
Peninsula

Bellarine
Peninsula

Yarram

•

South Gippsland
Wilsons
Promontory

Source: Department of Sustainability and Environment

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

��������������������������������
������������
����
���
���
����
����
�����

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

••

•
•

•
•• •

• •
• ••
•
• ••••
•

•

•• •

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

•

• •

• ••
•
•

•

•
•

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

•
•

•

••

•
••••• •

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

Hamilton
Gippsland Lakes

Geelong
Portland
Warrnambool

No. of persons
Phillip Island

Surf
Coast

Bass
Coast

Estimated
peak
population

50,000
25,000

Resident
population

5,000
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.

1
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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
30.0
20.0
10.0
0.0
ia
or

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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5 Exurban areas
Exurban and peri-urban are terms used

The ‘seachange’ phenomenon discussed

in a range of small towns and in much of

to describe the mainly small town and

in Chapter 3 is well known, if less well

the rural areas. In fact, there was strong

rural regions surrounding Melbourne and

understood, and it in fact also applies

movement out of central Melbourne

the major regional cities. These areas

to areas nowhere near the ocean. The

to the metropolitan Melbourne suburbs

often have similar characteristics and

terms ‘greenchange’ and ‘treechange’

and over the metropolitan boundary

undergo similar demographic changes.

are increasingly being used to describe

into exurban areas and major Victorian

the movement of people out of large

regional centres. This ‘emptying out’

cities wishing to make a lifestyle change.

of inner cities was happening in major

These moves can involve people changing

cities around the world; even London

their employment, a factor that may be

was undergoing this type of population

illustrated by the levels of traffic on the

change, with people looking to move

major roads and freeways leading into

well out of the run-down inner city areas.

Exurban areas tend to be very closely
linked with the cities or regional centres
they are near; in fact, many new
residents in these areas have relocated
from the citiy or regional centres but
still study, work, shop and socialise in
the cities or major regional centre. Most
residents in these areas have relocated

Melbourne, Geelong, Ballarat

Growth in all these areas slowed in the

and Bendigo.

early 1990s, when Victoria was in a

for the small town or rural lifestyles on

Since the counter-urbanisation movement

deep recession. Some of the regional

offer outside the major cities, and most

of the 1970s and 1980s, when regional

cities were hit hard by job losses and

have sacrificed some level of amenity to

Victoria was growing rapidly on the

population growth was very slow,

gain these lifestyle benefits.

back of large scale migration out of

or even negative, in some cities. The

Melbourne, the area within a 150

exurban areas displayed a mixed pattern

kilometre radius around Melbourne has

of growth. Some shires such as Baw Baw

grown strongly. This growth has occurred

(0.3 per cent), Mitchell (0.5 per cent)

Figure 5.1 Exurban Victoria, 150 kilometre radius from central Melbourne
Mildura

Swan Hill

150km Radius from Melbourne GPO

Shepparton

Wodonga
Wangaratta

Horsham

Bendigo
Castlemaine
Seymour
Ballarat

Hamilton

Bairnsdale
Geelong

Sale
La Trobe Valley

Warrnambool

Source: Department of Sustainability and Environment.
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and Murrindindi (0.6 per cent), while

Moorabool (1.8 per cent) and Macedon

average growth rates for regional

only experiencing a relatively modest

Ranges (1.4 per cent) all had strong

Victoria, including Wallan (7.5 per cent),

annual population growth rate, were

annual growth rates.

Gisborne (5.0 per cent), Bacchus Marsh

nevertheless still growing. A number
of other exurban areas continued to
grow strongly throughout the early
1990s, despite the prevailing economic
downturn. Golden Plains (1.8 per cent),

(3.1 per cent) and Romsey (3.1 per cent).

There was also a mixed picture of

Other towns grew more slowly, including

growth in towns in the exurban areas
during this period. Some towns recorded
rapid annual growth, well above the

Warragul (0.2 per cent) and Kilmore (0.7
per cent), but would return to strong
growth in the late 1990s.

Table 5.1 Population growth rates, selected exurban towns, 1991–96 and 1996–2001
Local government area/town

Average annual population

Average annual population

growth rate % 1991–96

growth rate % 1996–2001

Baw Baw

0.3

1.0

Drouin

1.5

4.0

Warragul

0.2

3.0

Golden Plains

1.8

1.7

Bannockburn

1.4

11.6

Macedon Ranges

1.4

2.0

Gisborne

5.0

5.6

Riddells Creek

1.3

10.6

Romsey

3.1

4.5

Woodend

1.6

0.3

Mansfield

1.6

-1.5

Mitchell

0.5

2.0

Broadford

1.2

2.5

Kilmore

0.7

6.0

Wallan

7.5

4.9

Moorabool

1.8

1.7

Bacchus Marsh

3.1

1.5

Ballan

6.1

4.1

0.5

0.3

-0.1

0.9

0.6

1.0

Mount Alexander
Castlemaine
Murrindindi
Source: Department of Sustainability and Environment, Towns in Time data.
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During this time, the revival of the inner

While the demand for inner city living

Table 5.1 shows that many exurban

city had begun—no longer was everyone

increased, there was also strong growth

towns experienced strong to very strong

looking to move to the outer suburbs of

in established suburbs and on the

population growth in the late 1990s.

Melbourne or to regional Victoria. The

fringes of Melbourne. And stronger

Anecdotal evidence indicates that this

revival of the inner city was not at the

growth returned to regional Victoria, in

growth has continued into the early part

expense of outer suburban or regional

particular, to the coastal and exurban

of this decade.

growth. In fact, as Victoria began

areas around Melbourne and in Victoria’s

climbing out of the recession in the

major regional cities.

mid and late 1990s, overall population
growth rates began to climb strongly on
the back of both high overseas migration
and a reversal in the interstate migration
pattern for Victoria. Victoria lost nearly
30,000 people to other states in one
year, in 1993–94, but by 2000, Victoria
was experiencing positive in-migration
from other states.

these areas demand better access and

Exurban areas generally maintained or

services, comparable to those enjoyed in

returned to above average population

the large regional centres, improvements

growth rates during the late 1990s.

can attract even more growth. Ironically,

Along with rapid growth in coastal areas

this growth has the potential to threaten

such as the Bass Coast and the Surf

the quiet rural lifestyle that many

Coast, and the strong performance of

residents seek by moving to these areas.

the large regional cities, the exurban
areas experienced population growth
well above the average for regional
Victoria and for Victoria as a whole.
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Because some of the new residents in

Growth of exurban rural balances
Not only have established towns in the

All major exurban LGAs experienced

One of the big issues for the

exurban areas of Victoria seen strong

strong growth in their rural balances in

development of rural balances is

population growth. Strong growth in

the period 1981–2001. Growth rates

that they usually lack the physical

the rural balances throughout the

in all these LGAs exceeded the overall

infrastructure of town blocks, that is,

exurban areas of Victoria and up the

average annual growth in Victoria

reticulated gas and sewerage, and

Hume corridor also occurred, particularly

(1.0 per cent). Since the 1990s, however,

sometimes even sealed roads, water

during the counter-urbanisation of the

this growth has slowed significantly, and

and electricity. Rapid population growth

1970s and 1980s.

has moved into population decline in the

in these areas can be accompanied

rural areas of many of these LGAs. This

by the demand for town-style services

vastly different population growth picture

from those who have moved from fully

was due partially to changed planning

serviced metropolitan areas.

Rural balances are those parts of local
government areas (LGAs) that are not
able to be distinguished as a town or
city, based on the lowest level of data
gathered by the census, that is, the
census collection districts (CCDs).
These areas may contain very small
towns (less than 200 people) and

conditions that sought to restrict low
density housing in poorly serviced areas,
and partially because expanding town
boundaries are encroaching on former
rural areas.

have dispersed rural settlements. The
populations of rural balances can be
quite significant over a whole LGA.
Table 5.2 Population growth rates, selected exurban rural balances, 1981–91 and 1991–2001
Local government area rural balance

Average annual population growth rate %
1981–91

1991–2001

Baw Baw

1.6

–0.7

Golden Plains

6.6

0.1

Macedon Ranges

4.3

0.2

Mansfield

7.8

–1.3

Mitchell

3.7

-0.8

Moorabool

4.0

0.5

Mount Alexander

4.6

–0.1

Murrindindi

3.3

–1.6

Source: Department of Sustainability and Environment, Towns in Time data.
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Growth of exurban towns
Within the 150 kilometre radius around

compared to Melbourne because they

Melbourne, a number of towns have

offer a range of employment, education,

seen very strong growth, such as Wallan,

retail and entertainment opportunities to

Bannockburn, Torquay, Riddells Creek

people in the surrounding regions, and

and Inverloch. It is important to note

can experience migration to their own

the roles of the major regional cities in

exurban areas.

Victoria, in particular Geelong, Ballarat
and Bendigo. These cities can be

Figure 5.2 Population growth in towns, 1981–2001

Mildura

Population growth 1981 to 2001
Persons
15,000

7,500
1,500
-1,500
-7,500

Ouyen
Swan Hill

-15,000
Echuca
Wodonga
Shepparton
Bendigo

Horsham

Wangaratta
Benalla

Castlemaine

Mansfield

Ararat
Ballarat
Hamilton

Bacchus
Marsh

Warrnambool

Bairnsdale

Melbourne
Drouin

Geelong
Portland

Wallan

Moe

Torquay
Wonthaggi

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

Migration to exurban local government areas
The ongoing connection of exurban

of people’s trips from home to work,

areas to their large regional or

and shows that many people living in

metropolitan centres is supported

exurban areas are working in adjacent

by two pieces of evidence from the

urban centres.

census. Firstly, migration data tells us
where people have come from, either
one or five years ago. And secondly,
the journey-to-work data provides
information on the origin and destination

Figure 5.3 Migration into the Mitchell (S)–South Statistical Local Area, 1996–2001

Mitchell (north)
Broadford

Mitchell (south)
Kilmore

Macedon Ranges
Wallan

Moorabool

Statistical local area 1996

Waterford Park
WandongHeatcote Junction

Murrundindi

Metropolitan Melbourne
No.
peoplemoving
moving
No. people
1996 toto
2001
1996
2001
500 to
to 1,000
1,000
200 to
to 500
500
Less than
than 200
200

Number

Whittlesea (C)–South

583

Hume (C)–Craigieburn

371

Hume (C)–Broadmeadows

289

Darebin (C)–Preston

239

Whittlesea (C)–North

159

Banyule (C)–North

155

Moreland (C)–North

126

Mitchell (S)–North

116

Banyule (C)–Heidelberg

112

Moreland (C)–Coburg

81

Source: Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2001 Census data.
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Figure 5.4 Migration into the Golden Plains (S) Local Government Area, 1996–2001
Local government area

Number

1996

Ballarat

Metropolitan Melbourne

Pyrenees

Greater Geelong (C)
Moorabool

Smythesdale
Linton

Ballarat (C)

Enfield

Meredith

Golden Plains
Lethbridge
Teesdale

Corrangamite

Inverleigh

1,230
920

Moorabool (S

72

Surf Coast (S)

67

Wyndham (C)

54

Hobsons Bay (C)

51

Brimbank (C)

47

Ararat (RC)

43

Yarra Ranges (S)

37

Pyrenees (S)

36

Bannockburn

Geelong
Surf Coast

No. people moving
1996 to 2001

1,000 to 1,250
100 to 1,000
Less than 100

Colac-Otway

Source: Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2001 Census data.

Origins

In terms of total numbers of people

For example the pattern of movement

While data is not available at specific

moving, this might seem obvious, since

into one of Macedon Ranges statistical

town level, if we look at the statistical

the populations of Melbourne and the

local areas (containing Gisborne,

areas that comprise the exurban parts

major regional centres are vast compared

Macedon and Woodend) shows that

of Victoria, we see some fairly strong

with the smaller towns. When we look

most of the movement into the region

patterns of migration. Using the census

at what parts of the large cities people

was either from other parts of the Shire

question on where people lived five

are moving from, however, it becomes

of Macedon Ranges or from the western

years ago, most people have moved

clear that the majority of movements

side of Melbourne.

into these exurban areas from the outer

are, in fact, from the adjacent outer

suburbs of Melbourne, or from the major

suburbs of Melbourne, rather than from

regional cities that some of these areas

just anywhere in the metropolitan area.

lie between, for example, the Shire of
Golden Plains.
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Figure 5.5 Migration into the Macedon Ranges (S)–Balance Statistical Local Area, 1996–2001
Statistical local area 1996

Number

Castlemaine

No. people moving

Hume (C)–Sunbury

390

Brimbank (C)–Keilor

231

Macedon Ranges (S)–

219

1996 to 2001

300 to 500
200 to 300
Less than 200

Kyneton
Woodend
Mt Macedon
Macedon
Gisborne

Macedon Ranges (S) Bal

Bacchus Marsh

Romsey

Romsey

Riddells Creek
Sunbury

Metropolitan Melbourne

Melton (S)–Balance

207

Moonee Valley (C)–

184

Essendon
Macedon Ranges (S)–

Melton

136

Kyneton

Source: Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2001 Census data.

Destinations

to Ballarat and Geelong respectively.

There is a slightly different pattern of

Such movements are often young

migration displayed by those people who

people who have finished secondary

move out of exurban areas, compared to

school, either moving to places that

those who move in. While there is still

have the tertiary institutions they will be

an obvious and strong connection with

attending, or to places that offer greater

the adjacent parts of Melbourne, there

job opportunities for those seeking work.

is also strong movement into the major

This issue is discussed further in the

regional cities close to the exurban areas.

following section.

Moonee Valley (C)–West

112

Brimbank (C)–Sunshine

111

Wyndham (C)–North

106

Maribyrnong (C)

86

The Moorabool Shire, for example,
experienced the largest and third largest
out-migration between 1996 and 2001,
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Figure 5.6 Migration out of the Moorabool (S) Local Government Area, 1996–2001
Local government area

Number

2001

Castlemaine

No. people moving

Maryborough

Ballarat (C)

–871

Melton (S)

–435

Greater Geelong (C)

–260

Wyndham (C)

–167

Brimbank (C)

–155

Hobsons Bay (C)

–129

Moonee Valley (C)

–118

Hepburn (S)

–108

1996 to 2001

500 to 1,000
300 to 500
200 to 300
Less than 200

Kyneton
Daylesford

Wallan
Blackwood

Ballarat

Gisborne
Gordon

Ballan

Bacchus
Marsh

Sunbury

Melton

Moorabool (S)

Macedon Ranges (S)

–82

Darebin (C)

–73

Geelong

Source: Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2001 Census data.

Age-specific net migration
A further dimension to the inward

Figure 5.7 Implied net migration into the Mt Alexander Local

migration of people is the types of

Government Area, 1976–81 to 1996–2001
Mount Alexander

people moving into an area. Agespecific migration tells us the age of
the people that are moving home, and
from their age, we can make some
strong assumptions about their current
stage of life. Of particular note are the
losses of young adults, generally school
leavers. This pattern is fairly typical of all
small towns and rural areas in Victoria,
although it differs slightly from the
regional centres. The larger regional
cities usually retain their school leavers
better, but still lose young adults in the
next age group, who usually leave for
tertiary studies.

400
300
200
100
0

-100
-200
-300
-400
0-4

5-9

10-14 15-19 20-24 25-29 30-34 35-39 40-44 45-49 50-54 55-59 60-64 65-69 70-74 75+

1976 to 1981

1981 to 1986

1986 to 1991

1991 to 1996

Source: Australian Bureau of Statistics, Census 1976 to 2001;
Department of Sustainability and Environment, unpublished data.
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1996 to 2001

Journey to work from exurban local government areas
Journey to work data from the 2001

Table 5.3 Journey to work destinations for people living in the

Census further highlights the connection

Moorabool Local Government Area, 2001

between towns and rural areas in the
Number

Proportion %

Moorabool (LGA)

2,413

32.0

level, it provides a good picture at the

Ballarat (LGA)

1,009

13.4

statistical local area level of the day-to-

Elsewhere in regional Victoria

397

5.3

3,727

49.4

exurban hinterland around Melbourne
and the major regional cities. While
this data is not available at the town

day connection between these small
town and rural areas and the large
metropolitan areas.

Destination

Metropolitan Melbourne
Source: Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2001 Census data.

A good example can be found in the
Shire of Moorabool, which sits between
the western edge of Melbourne and
Ballarat, and is home to the larger towns
of Bacchus Marsh and Ballan. Nearly half
(49.4 per cent) of Moorabool’s workforce
worked in the metropolitan Melbourne
area at the time of the 2001 Census,
and a further 13.4 per cent travelled into
Ballarat for work.
The connection between exurban towns
and the major regional centres is not,

Table 5.4 Journey to work destinations for people living in
Baw Baw Local Government Area, 2001
Destination

Number

Proportion %

Baw Baw (LGA)

7,163

68.2

Latrobe (LGA)

1,459

13.9

261

2.5

1,459

15.5

Elsewhere in regional Victoria
Metropolitan Melbourne
Source: Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2001 Census data.

however, as strong on the eastern side
of Melbourne. The Shire of Baw Baw, for
example, has a much more self-contained

Table 5.5 Journey to work destinations for people living in the

workforce, even though significant

Golden Plains Local Government Area, 2001

numbers of workers leave the area to
work either in Melbourne (1,625) or in
Latrobe (1,459).

Destination
Golden Plains (LGA)
Ballarat (LGA)
Greater Geelong (LGA)
Elsewhere in regional Victoria
Metropolitan Melbourne

Number

Proportion %

718

16.8

1,710

40.0

324

7.6

1,226

28.7

297

6.9

Source: Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2001 Census data.
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Exurban areas do not necessarily

The specific small-area destinations

always have a strong connection

of commuters tend to be those areas

with Melbourne. The Shire of Golden

adjacent to the outer edge of the

Plains, which sits to the south-west

metropolitan area; the Melbourne central

of Melbourne between Ballarat and

business district, however, also draws in

Geelong, has more connection to these

a substantial number of workers from

two regional cities than to Melbourne.

the exurban hinterland. It is interesting to
note in terms of commuting that Wallan,
Gisborne or Bacchus Marsh are closer to
the Melbourne central business district
than the outer south-eastern areas such
as Pakenham or Hastings.

Figure 5.8 Journey to work destinations for people living in the Mitchell (S)–South Statistical Local Area, 2001
Statistical local
Mitchell (north)
Broadford

Mitchell (south)
Kilmore

Macedon Ranges

Moorabool

Number

area destination

Waterford Park

WandongHeatcote Junction
Wallan

Murrundindi

Metropolitan Melbourne
No. workers travelling

Hume (C)–Broadmeadows

666

Whittlesea (C)–South

423

Hume (C)–Craigieburn

282

Mitchell (S)–North

246

Melbourne (C)–Inner

228

Darebin (C)–Preston

200

Melbourne (C)–Remainder

192

Whittlesea (C)–North

127

Moreland (C)–Coburg

111

2001

More than 500
300 to 500
150 to 300
Less than 1500

Banyule (C)–Heidelberg

Source: Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2001 Census data.
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6 The changing dynamics of
small towns
Prepared by Trevor Budge, School of Social Sciences, La Trobe University, Bendigo Campus

Introduction
‘Seen one town, seen them all’. It’s a

With little obvious appeal to the ‘latte

same place repeated, merely clones in a

typical view of Australia’s small country

and chardonnay set’, small country

passing parade? Powers describes this as

towns held by many metropolitan

towns can represent a bygone era. And

a ‘litter of dead and dying towns [that]

observers. But such a superficial

the commonly held view that they are

had begun to form a kind of calligraphy

judgement and dismissal belies the

in population and economic decline

on the surface of the country’ (pp. 3–4).

character and identity of each small

reinforces such ideas. The American

Can a generic description of all small

country town. The apparent ‘sameness’

writer, Ron Powers, made observations

country towns be produced meaning

of appearance and function of such

about such places in the United States,

that further detailed research into a

towns often blurs their individuality,

stating that ‘towns were dying...or were

town’s individuality is largely wasted

especially to the traveller who is focused

dead, or were lingering in a kind of

effort, even though each town has its

on reaching another destination within

cataleptic trance, dreaming their histories

own unique history? Or is it possible

a certain time. To such observers, small

like the mostly ageing people who lived

that we can continue to learn from our

country towns are nothing more than ‘a

in them’ (1991, p. 3).

small country towns by studying their

pie and petrol stop’, if that, on the way

So are all these small country towns

to more exotic places.

that dot our highways essentially the

individual characteristics and differences?
And can we enrich our knowledge and

Figure 6.1 Victoria, major towns and local government areas shown - seven examined towns highlighted

Mildura

Swan Hill

Hopetoun
Echuca

Wodonga

Tongala

Charlton

Elmore

Wangaratta
Shepparton
Benalla

Horsham

Bendigo

Seymour

Coleraine

Melbourne
Hamilton

Lismore

Ballarat
Geelong

Moe
Traralgon

Portland

Warrnambool

Bairnsdale

Heyfield
Sale

Colac

Source: Department of Sustainability and Environment
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understanding of the human condition

This chapter focuses on seven of

Many country towns, cities and regional

and of the public policy and private

Victoria’s small country towns, selected

centres exist because they support

initiative response by studying each town

using a number of broad criteria in terms

surrounding agricultural production,

in some detail?

of population size and location. The

process locally produced products, and

study focuses on what has happened

supply goods and services to maintain

to these towns over the last generation

production and the population in the

using statistical data from the last

town’s hinterland. This chapter seeks

(2001) census. To be part of this study,

to examine the extent to which this

the town had to have less than 1,500

role has changed and is changing, and

persons at the time of the 2001 census.

will examine the functions, roles and

And in terms of location, towns in the

characteristics of the towns and of

immediate vicinity of the metropolitan

those who live in them to determine

area or of the State’s major regional

the relationships between the town

centres were excluded, as were towns

and the surrounding agricultural base.

located on the coastline because of the

The research focuses on the changing

immediate influence of another much

population, age and employment/

larger place or of the ‘sea change’

occupational profile of the people,

phenomenon.

and the characteristics of those who

Some of these issues and questions can
be explored by studying the story of
towns in statistical terms. If small country
towns are generally mere mirrors of each
other, they will display similar indicators
from the readily available census data.
While a statistical analysis has its
limitations, the stories of small country
towns can be partly told by numbers,
especially those that observe trends and
changes over time—the measures of
comparison using data about the people
who live in the towns, the changes
over time, and characteristics of the
population such as age structure and

The focus of this research is firmly on

place of employment. While we can

those towns that continue to function

observe what is happening in each of

as a small rural service centre. Such

the towns through statistics, we can gain

towns supply goods and services

a much better insight into the changing

and social and cultural support to

roles and functions of the town by

a surrounding farming population,

talking with the residents who live

enhancing the agricultural production

and work there.

of the local region. These towns are
generally portrayed as ‘country towns’
located in ‘the bush’, and are the focus
of this study, away from the attractions
and tourism influence of the coast or
towns within the expanding commuter
area of Melbourne and the major
regional centres.
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have moved into the town in the last
decade or so. In terms of the roles
and services these towns perform, the
research examines the types of services
provided and their relationship to the
needs of agricultural production in the
surrounding area.

The seven towns
Seven towns were chosen for detailed

Coleraine

Lismore

examination—Charlton, Coleraine,

Coleraine is located 35 kilometres west

Lismore is located 96 kilometres west of

Elmore, Heyfield, Hopetoun, Lismore

of Hamilton in the state’s south-west,

Geelong and 75 kilometres south-west

and Tongala. These towns were

an area noted for wool and more

of Ballarat on the Hamilton Highway in

chosen according to certain criteria

recently timber plantations. The town

a sheep and grain producing area, and

mentioned previously; they were

is situated on the Glenelg Highway and

10 kilometres from Derrinallum, its ‘twin’

also selected to represent a range of

was the administrative town for the

town. Lismore was previously located in

geographic locations across the state

Shire of Wannon, but is now part of the

the Hampden Shire but is now located

and to encompass a range of agricultural

Southern Grampians Shire.

within the Corangamite Shire. The shire

commodity types. It is important to

offices are at Camperdown about 40

note that the towns are not meant to

Elmore

be representative of all Victoria’s small

Elmore is located on the Campaspe River

country towns. While observations about
their composition and characteristics may
be representative of many towns, they
may conversely represent unusual or very
different features.
Charlton

kilometres to the south.

at the junction of the Northern and

Tongala

Midland Highways, about 50 kilometres

With the exception of Heyfield, Tongala

north of Bendigo in a grain and sheep

is the only other town not located on a

belt. It is now within the Greater

state highway, being 30 kilometres east

Bendigo City local government area but

of Echuca and 50 kilometres north-west

was formerly part of the Shire of Huntly.

of Shepparton. Tongala is within an
irrigated dairying production area in

Charlton is in the state’s north-west,

Heyfield

the Campaspe Shire and was formerly

about 110 kilometres from the regional

Heyfield is located 35 kilometres north-

the administrative town for the Shire

west of Sale in a dairying and timber

of Deakin.

centre of Bendigo on the Calder
Highway, and located at the southern
edge of the Mallee region wheat belt in
the Buloke Shire. Prior to the municipal
amalgamations in the mid-1990s,
Charlton was the administrative town for
the Shire of Charlton.

region. It is located adjacent to the
Thomson River within the Wellington Shire
and was formerly in the Shire of Maffra.
Hopetoun
Hopetoun is midway between Mildura
and Horsham and is the most isolated
of the seven towns, being at least 100
kilometres away from these regional
centres. The town is located on the
Henty Highway in the wheat growing
southern Mallee region, on the edge
of the Wyperfeld National Park. It was
the administrative centre of the former
Shire of Karkarooc, but is now part
of the Yarriambiack Shire. The shire’s
administrative centre is at Warracknabeal
about 60 kilometres to the south.
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Statistical profiles of each town

category of employed people between

Figure 6.3 illustrates the population

This section focuses on three elements

the towns, strong common features

change over the period 1981–2001

over the period 1981–2001: the

are evident. Only two towns (Elmore

for three age categories; 0–17 years,

changes in population numbers; the

and Tongala) experienced population

18–59 years and over 60 years.

age profile of the population; and the

increase. And the loss of population in

While the population in all towns is

industry category of employed people.

many towns (including Charlton and

obviously ageing, this does not set

Representative tables and figures

Hopetoun) is linked to the problems of

them apart from many other types of

illustrating particular characteristics and

a narrow commodity base such as grains

settlement across Australia. The ageing

structures of the population profile of

and sheep, and the reduced labour

of the population is, however, more

the towns have been included.

requirements in these sectors. Figure

pronounced because of the significant

6.2 shows the comparative change in

decline in the number of young persons,

population between 1981 and 2001.

which perhaps best illustrates the change

While there are notable differences in
population, age structure and industry

experienced in the seven towns. The

Figure 0501

Total1991
Population
Figure 6.2 Town populations 1981,
and 2001

significant shift in population structure is
clearly evident as is the dramatic increase

No. of People

1981

1,800

1991

2001

1,600

over 60 years.
Table 6.1 and figure 6.4 show that the

1,400

most pronounced trend in terms of the

1,200

number of persons employed in various

1,000
800

industry sectors was the growth in those

600

employed in the health and community

400

services sector.

200
0

Charlton

Coleraine

Elmore

Heyfield

Hopetoun

Lismore

Tongala

Source: Australian Bureau of Statistics census data.

Change in Age Structure 1981 - 2001

Figure 0502

Figure 6.3 Percentage change in selected age categories 1981–2001
Change (%)
80.0

Age (years)

0-17

18-59

60+

60.0
40.0
20.0
0.0
-20.0
-40.0
-60.0

Charlton

Coleraine

Elmore

Heyfield

Source: Australian Bureau of Statistics census data.
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in the proportion of the population aged

Hopetoun

Lismore

Tongala

Table 6.1 Health and community services sector employment 1981, 1991 and 2001
Number employed in
health and community
services sector:

Charlton

Coleraine

Elmore

Heyfield

Hopetoun

Lismore

Tongala

1981

31

42

18

15

32

9

18

1991

38

54

23

35

33

12

31

2001

47

60

19

46

40

12

67

% change 1981–2001

54

44

5

22

28

37

276

Source: Australian Bureau of Statistics census data.

Figure
Figure
6.4 0503
Health and community services sector employment 1981, 1991 and 2001
Health and Community Services Industry Sector 1981,1991,2001

No. of People
80

1981

1991

2001

70
60
50
40
30
20
10
0

Charlton

Coleraine

Elmore

Heyfield

Hopetoun

Lismore

Tongala

Source: Australian Bureau of Statistics census data.
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Charlton

Charlton’s largest employment industries

Charlton had a population of 1,026

in 1981, 1991 and 2001 were retail

changes in the classification of finance

persons at the 2001 Census, 351 less

trade, agriculture, forestry and fishing,

and insurance and property and business

than in 1981, equating to an average

education, and health and community

services make direct comparisons

annual population decline of 1.3 per

services. The health and community

between census dates difficult.

cent. Like most small country towns,

services sector is, however, the only

Charlton has an ageing population and

sector to have gained employees

has seen a steady decline in the number

between 1981 and 2001. Significant

of young people. By 2001, there were

declines in employment in utility services

95 less 18–24 year olds than there

and communications mainly occurred

in the 1990s. It should be noted that

were in 1981.

Table 6.2 Population change by age group in Charlton 1981, 1991 and 2001
Number of persons

Age group
0–4

5–17

18–24

25–34

35–49

50–59

60–74

75+

Total

1981

105

332

138

186

196

135

201

85

1,377

1991

75

234

86

150

209

120

200

109

1,182

2001

50

168

43

86

212

129

196

142

1,026

–51.9

–49.4

–68.7

–53.5

8.2

–4.6

–2.7

67.2

–25.5

% change 1981–2001

Source: Australian Bureau of Statistics census data.

Table 6.3 Employment by selected industry sector in Charlton 1981, 1991 and 2001
Industry sector
Government

Health &

administration

community

Communication

& defence

services

23

22

32

31

65

17

13

28

38

61

3

6

15

47

1981

17.5

4.2

4.0

5.8

5.6

1991

13.5

3.4

2.7

5.7

7.8

2001

14.8

0.8

1.6

3.6

11.4

Agriculture,

Electricity, gas &

forestry & fishing

water supply

1981

97

1991
2001

Number

% change

Source: Australian Bureau of Statistics census data.
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Figure 0504

Charlton Population 1981,1991,2001

Figure 6.5 Population change by age group in Charlton 1981, 1991 and 2001
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Source: Australian Bureau of Statistics census data.
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Charlton 1981, 1991 and 2001
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Figure 0506
Coleraine

Coleraine Population 1981, 1991, 2001

Figure 6.7 Population change by age group in Coleraine 1981, 1991 and 2001

Coleraine had 1,013 people at the 2001

No. of People

Census, a small population decline from

300

1981

1991

50-59

60-74

2001

the 1981 figure of 1,232. Coleraine’s
population has aged significantly, with

250

68.7 per cent more people aged over
75 years in 2001 compared with 1981.

200

In contrast, there was a 62.1 per cent
decline in the population aged 18–34

150

years and a 66.7 per cent decline in the
population aged 25–34 years during the

100

same period.
Coleraine experienced an overall increase

50

in the number of people working in the
agriculture, forestry and fishing sector

0

between 1981 and 2001, but there was

0-4

a sharp decline in employment in the
retail trade and government services

5-17

18-24

25-34

35-49

75+

Source: Australian Bureau of Statistics census data.

sectors from 1981 to 1991. Employment
in the health and community services
sector experienced a steady increase
between 1981 and 2001.

to that seen in most of the other study

1981 and 1991, and only decreased by

towns. The 0–4 years age group has

3.6 per cent between 1991 and 2001.

remained relatively stable while the
number of people aged 50 years and

Elmore

over has steadily increased. The 5–17

Elmore’s population peaked in 1991 with

and 25–34 years age groups appear to

749 people, and while it fell to 665 in

have followed the general trend of the

2001, this figure was still greater than

total population during the twenty-year

the 1981 figure of 558. The change in

period. Interestingly, the 35–49 years age

age group structure between 1981 and

group grew by 76.6 per cent between

Elmore’s largest employment sectors
are agriculture, retail trade, and health
and community services. The agriculture
sector experienced a decline between
1981 and 1991 but increased between
1991 and 2001 to about the 1981 figure.

2001 did not follow a similar pattern

Table 6.4 Population change by age group in Elmore, 1981, 1991 and 2001
Number of persons

Age group
0–4

5–17

18–24

25–34

35–49

50–59

60–74

75+

Total

1981

40

120

54

68

81

66

96

33

40

1991

42

165

42

76

143

80

116

84

42

2001

40

116

27

61

137

88

132

63

40

–1.6

–3.3

–49.5

–9.6

70.3

33.5

38.1

89.6

–1.6

% change 1981–2001

Source: Australian Bureau of Statistics census data.
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Heyfield

Heyfield experienced a significant loss

Heyfield experienced a 0.6 per cent

in the number of persons employed

annual average population decline

in the manufacturing industry sector

between 1981 and 2001. The 5–17

between 1981 and 2001. Transport

years age group experienced a 1.1 per

and storage was the biggest growth

cent decline from 1981 to 2001 while

sector between 1991 and 2001 and

the average annual rate of change for

the largest employment sector by 2001.

those aged over 75 years increased by

The agriculture sector experienced a

10.3 per cent.

decline from 1981 to 1991 but increased
between 1991 and 2001.

Table 6.5 Population change by age group in Heyfield 1981, 1991 and 2001
Number of persons

Age group (years)
0–4

5–17

18–24

25–34

35–49

50–59

60–74

75+

Total

1981

159

406

172

232

242

198

179

46

159

1991

143

412

120

237

311

112

214

65

143

2001

83

319

103

157

289

170

175

140

83

–47.8

–21.5

–40.0

–32.5

19.4

–14.4

–2.6

204.3

–47.8

% change 1981–2001

Source: Australian Bureau of Statistics census data.

Table 6.6 Employment by selected industry sector in Heyfield 1981, 1991 and 2001
Industry sector
Agriculture,
forestry &

Government

Health &

Transport &

administration

community

fishing

Manufacturing

storage

& defence

Education

services

1981

55

208

36

17

19

15

1991

24

130

18

38

24

35

2001

36

45

99

3

37

46

1981

9.0

34.2

5.9

2.8

3.1

2.4

1991

4.5

24.6

3.5

7.1

4.5

6.7

2001

7.0

8.7

19.2

0.7

7.2

9.0

Number

% change

Source: Australian Bureau of Statistics census data.
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Hopetoun

Lismore

Hopetoun’s population decreased from

Lismore experienced an average annual

832 to 625 persons between 1981 and

rate of population loss of 1.1 per cent

1991, an annual average decline of 1.2

between 1981 and 2001. The most

per cent. There was a significant decline

significant loss (47.6 per cent) was in

(46.6 per cent) in the 5–17 years age

the 5–17 years age group between

group in this period and the 18–24 years

1991 and 2001. Numbers in the 35–49

age group declined by 72.6 per cent

years age group have steadily increased

between 1981 and 2001. Employment

(average annual rate of change of 1.3

in agriculture declined significantly

per cent) while other age groups have

between 1981 and 1991 and retail trade

all experienced losses. While there

employment declined between 1991

were significant losses in employment

and 2001. Employment in health and

numbers in agriculture and retail trade

community services increased between

between 1981 and 1991, retail trade

1991 and 2001, as did employment

actually increased between 1991 and

in the accommodation, cafés and

2001. Employment in transport and

restaurants sector.

storage increased significantly between
1991 and 2001.
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Tongala

The largest industry sector in Tongala is

Tongala’s population grew at an annual

manufacturing, employing over 25 per

average rate of 0.9 per cent between

cent of the workforce during the period

1981 and 2001. The establishment of a

1981–2001. Other sectors to experience

major milk processing plant during this

growth included health and community

period sharply changed the town’s age

services, wholesale trade and retail trade.

profile. The 75-years-plus age group

Agriculture declined between 1981 and

had the sharpest increase in numbers

1991 but grew between 1991 and 2001

between 1981 and 2001 with a 19.4 per

to surpass the 1981 figures by about 70

cent average annual rate of change.

per cent.

Figure 0507

Tongala Population 1981,1991,2001

Figure 6.8 Population change by age group in Tongala, 1981, 1991 and 2001 census
No. of People

1981

300

1991

2001

250
200
150
100
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0-4

5-17
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25-34

35-49

50-59

60-74

75+

Source: Australian Bureau of Statistics census data.

Table 6.7 Population change by age group in Tongala, 1981, 1991 and 2001
Number of persons

Age group (years)
0–4

5–17

18–24

25–34

35–49

50–59

60–74

75+

1981

62

257

124

124

166

99

132

30

1991

107

222

83

158

193

82

140

79

2001

95

241

95

159

201

115

126

147

53.8

–6.3

–23.1

28.5

20.8

16.2

–4.6

388.4

% change 1981–2001

Source: Australian Bureau of Statistics census data.
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Additional research
To develop a more comprehensive picture

1. How has the role of the town changed

of the changes in the towns, telephone

over the last 10 to 20 years? What

certain essential stores and services. The

interviews were conducted with about

is the cultural, social and economic

opening of a Bendigo Community Bank

8–10 residents from each town.

role of the town now compared with

in a number of towns seems to have

Interviewees were selected according

10 or 20 years ago? What services

rejuvenated them, not only in terms of

to certain criteria. Generally, two real

and facilities have been lost and

financial services but also by providing a

estate agents were selected, but in

gained? How strong is the link to

renewed sense of pride and optimism.

towns with no real estate agents, agents

the surrounding rural community

from nearby towns were interviewed.

and agricultural production? To what

Operators of larger retail or agricultural

extent is the town still operating as a

businesses were also selected, and

rural service centre?

in some cases local councillors or ex-

2. How is the town’s population

[Our town] was left in the dry when
the NAB and Commonwealth banks
closed branches in the area. The
Bendigo Community Bank opened
here in 2002, which did wonders for

councillors were contacted. Most towns

changing? Who is moving in and

have a progress association or similar

the town. Prior to that, people were

who is moving out and why are they

body, and a representative from such

going to [another town] to do banking

moving? Where are new people

local organisations was contacted. In

and out of convenience would then do

coming from and what difference are

many cases, interviewees provided the

all shopping while there which wasn’t

they making to the town?

helping [our town] survive.

names of other residents who could
enhance the research from an economic,
community or social perspective.

3. How has the town physically changed
over the last 20 or so years? Are new
houses being built and what other

The results of these interviews are not

investments have been made in the

intended to provide a comprehensive

town such as shops, businesses and

discussion of all aspects of the seven

facilities? How has the main street

towns. What is presented is only

changed in appearance and function?

The community bank has been a major
influence. Thirty years ago there were
four banks, six years ago the last one
closed. Three years ago the community
bank was opened. It has been a great
success in the town and is set to
make profit this year. There was and

representative of the extensive material

Perhaps the strongest observations made

supplied in those interviews. Specific

is overwhelming support for the bank.

by interviewees were the loss of facilities

mention is made of a particular town

They raised $470,000 in capital from

and services and therefore an erosion

only when it is significant in the context

360 shareholders.

of the roles and functions performed by

of the subject being discussed. In most

their town. It was clear from many of

cases, however, the information has

the comments that this cut deeply into

been used to produce an amalgam of

the pride of the town. Decisions about

responses on a particular theme or topic.

these roles and functions had largely

While the phone research was

been made outside the town, and the

undertaken as unstructured interviews,

feeling of helplessness highlighted the

it focused on a series of questions and

interdependence of towns on external

observations about change in the town

economies. In particular, facilities such

based on three broad topics:

as banks, hospitals and schools, all
considered the very essence of the
town, were hardest hit. But there
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was also town ‘grief’ over the loss of

The biggest turnaround for [our town]
was the establishment of the Bendigo
Community Bank five years ago. This
was the ‘biggest boost’ to the town.
The bank opened with an ATM that
was a big win as a bank. The bank
gave the town confidence and the ATM
has encouraged people to spend locally.
The NAB still has a branch in town
but is only open 80 per cent of the
‘banking week’. The community bank is
open five days and Saturday morning.

When a country town loses its

into the town in recent years, with all

want to take advantage of the lower

important services, such as the closure

interviewees commenting that people

cost of living.

of a hospital, it really ‘knocks them

were moving into the town largely for

around’ and their ‘independence

lifestyle reasons. Small country towns

is taken away’. When this occurs it

are often attractive for lower house

changes the thinking of country town

prices although many people observed

people.

that house prices had risen dramatically.

As services become more complex
sometimes farmers are forced to seek
out these services in [regional centres,
services] such as a plumber who can
do particular fit outs. This is the same
with motor vehicles. The days of small
town garages are coming to a close.

Some observed tensions between
new residents who often didn’t need

There is a trend of people from the
city buying cheaper housing in [our
town]. Some of them last; some
Melbourne people struggle with
lifestyle, the isolation and the higher
price of products.

local jobs and longer term residents.

In the last couple of years [our town]

This became particularly evident when

has turned around. There are more

proposals arose for new businesses

people moving in. A lot of these

that would affect the apparent lifestyle

people are retired and some are

qualities of the town.

people who work in [regional centres]
or even commute to Melbourne.

People buy cars from as far away

Six years ago the ‘greenchange’

as [another town]. There have been

started happening. Retirees are

People moving into town are retirees

no car dealers in town for 20 years.

moving in and renovating houses. A

and a ‘strange lot of people’, a ‘feral

There are two specialised garages

new subdivision in town is underway

type’ meaning lower socio economic

though; one in hydraulics servicing

and all blocks are sold. There is

and welfare groups.

trucks/tractors for transport companies

another five blocks in the pipeline

and farmers and a man that it is a

adjoining the property. Real estate

There is good quality of life in

specialist in wheel alignment. There

prices have increased by 50 per cent.

is an opening for people who have
specialised skills to attract customers
from all around.

[our town] which attracts people,
particularly city dwellers as people

A basic three bedroom home was

‘smile and say g’day’ in the street.

$70–80,000 two years ago; now

There have been new families moving

it is $120,000. Outside people are

into [our town]. About 12 months ago

[Our town] is limited in terms

purchasing homes, including young

of shopping. There is only one

families. Our town is attractive

supermarket and for other things

because housing is cheaper than

like clothes people go to [another

[in the nearest regional centre]. The

town] where there are more options.

only thing it is missing is a secondary

The upward trend in property values

Farmers today are price conscious

school.

is a result of the retiring influx of

and the loyalty factor is no longer
there. Farmers have no qualms about
driving a distance to another town to
get a better price and 90 per cent of
companies will now do deliveries so
they don’t always have to travel. There
is strong competition with...as well
as the sales agents who do all their
business on the road.

A few ‘spec’ homes have been built in
town and are basically the only ones
for sale. At one stage you could buy a
house in [our town] for $15,000; this
house is now selling for $150,000.
Retirees are moving in. Previously they
were moving off their farms, [but]
today the retirees are moving in from
[regional centre]. Others moving in

Another dominant theme was the

are those who are ‘unemployed and

number of people who had moved

wanting to stay unemployed’. They

the town had a welcoming celebration
for those who had moved into town
and there were about eighty people.

people from farms and metro areas.
There is continuing movement from
Melbourne, Adelaide and even Sydney.
Many people don’t stay a long time,
particularly metro people. Not sure
why but perhaps it has something to
do with the lack of family and social
connections that allows them to
just pick up and move on. Also that
‘people move there thinking it is going
to be all sweetness and light’ and
maybe find that it’s not.
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next generation of young people willing

to meet people your own age and

managers, teachers and shire workers

to take on farming declined, while others

find a partner [and] there is a lack

because there is not employment to

saw new roles for the towns.

of entertainment like what is offered

The town has lost people like bank

attract this type of person to the town.
The type of people coming into the
town now are older couples retiring
from larger towns and also some
portion of unemployed ‘welfare band’
types who are looking for cheaper
accommodation rather than looking
for work.
[The] kindergarten used to thrive...
Now it really battles to survive. Not
many young families moving in.
Source of young families is usually

in cities.

moving out rather than the traditional

There are few employment

farmer. Rats leaving a sinking ship.

opportunities for kids who have left

They are selling out while the money

school. There’s not much for kids.

is good, buying in Queensland and
working in various areas such as
mowing lawns a la ‘Jim’s mowing’.

Fifteen years ago there were a lot
more youth around and there was
more of a social network. Young

Two to three families per year are

people spent time together in...then.

moving out. Reasons for moving out:

Today there are less young people and

education (for kids), and not enough

they spend more time socialising in

land to make income from.

[regional centre] (nightlife, shopping
etc). Or they go to B&S balls.

teacher/police persons and their

The number of farms is getting smaller

families. Teachers don’t move around

as farms buy out other farms. This has

So many family farms will not see

as much anymore. You don’t get a

a snowball effect because the number

another generation [because] children

new influx of young people and their

of farming families reduces, which

aren’t taking on the farms from their

families anymore.

reduces the number of kids in the

parents.

There are four or five people in...who
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It’s the innovative farmers [who] are

primary school and so on.

Some parents are encouraging their

are part of the set of ‘angry people’

Some farmers [are] moving out

children not to take on farming

who have moved in recently. They are

because kids aren’t interested in taking

because...it is a hard slog and there

retiree age therefore not looking at

over [the] farm. Additionally, spouses

are more opportunities and financial

employment opportunities from new

would have had jobs that could carry

rewards with living and working in

business. New businesses have been

them and have found similar jobs in

larger towns or cities.

stopped from opening by the same

Queensland or Ballarat or wherever

people.

they have moved.

Sporting facilities struggle to get
people to participate. Not many new

Loss of young people in the towns due

Many people who have been in

people want to participate in the

to lower birth rates, children being sent

farming a long time are looking to

community and [you don’t] know

away for schooling, and a decline in

get out and are tired. They will not be

many faces anymore whereas you

young families was a particularly painful

prepared to take chances on change

used to know everyone and everyone

observation. These trends are combined

and will get out. Who will take the

was involved. These people have

with a common observation that farmers

farms on? It is so expensive to get into

satellite dishes on their homes and

are ageing and few young people are

that many will not opt for it. Some

you see them at the video store. You

attracted to farming or have the financial

children will inherit the farm and take

wonder what

capacity to take it on. The general mood

[it] on although many aren’t interested

they do.

or feeling of confidence varied between

and prefer to go to [the] ‘big smoke’.

and within towns. Some residents and

However some of them as they get

businesses were uncertain about the

older look to come back for a slower

agricultural service role as the number

pace of life and to raise children.

of individual farms declined and as the

It is a lonely existence though. Hard

The characteristics of self help and self
reliance appear to have always been
strong features of country towns, and
it is still alive and well in most towns.
Ongoing drought and continuing loss

pf people and business however seems

in their 40s, 50s, 60s). Traditionally

Local men saw an opportunity. Many

to have affected the optimism and self

the bankers, stock agents, farmers

people volunteer for Elmore Field Day

assurance of some communities.

etc were all members. Now they have

– set up, catering, and clean up. Last

no interest. They have tried to attract

year the catering made a profit of

[the] farming community [but] to no

$3,700. There were 420 volunteers

avail. They have either no need or

last year. The field days support [the]

supposedly no time to join.

local community in various ways

Development depends on community
leadership, which has been quite good
in...[Prior to amalgamation]...Shire had
the right philosophies for attracting

[for example, money raised is used

industry and diversifying. There are

I see things folding, like the tennis

some young leaders in the town who

club, and I’m concerned about who

will continue the work that the older

will run these clubs and services once

generation is doing now and have

this generation is too old or gone.

done.

No one wants to take over. Children

The Campaspe Run Discovery Centre

learning ballet, swimming, tennis etc

evolved from a series of community

are usually taken to larger centres for

meetings in 1995 where the local

their classes and the parents probably

community got together to brainstorm

do the shopping there also.

what they wanted for the town in

There is a good local drive but no one
is putting their hand up to take over.
Who will take on after us? People are
becoming more and more self centred
and they don’t teach responsibility in

[There is] not a lot of support from

the community. Everybody is working

local businesses for community/local

longer hours to survive; people are

things.

more materialistic and have to have

to provide funds to the hospital for
an X-ray machine which is now at
Rochester].

terms of youth, tourism, facilities etc.
A motivational speaker was invited
to the meetings and approximately
100 people were involved. Out of

The Progress Association is a

the tourism category, Campaspe Run

progressive group. It has initiated

evolved. People wanted to showcase

development of an industrial estate

HB McKay’s achievements because he

in town. It saw a lack of machinery

was a local. A subcommittee of Elmore

Town people have [the] attitude of

service/product businesses. The estate

Progress Association pursued the

getting things done when government

was developed as a co-op and three

development. Campaspe Run opened

won’t provide funding. The people say

sites are available.

on 16 April 1998, almost three

more things. People get themselves
into debt. There needs to be balance
and perspective [to get] priorities right.

‘righto’, what’s to be done, let’s do it.

Most towns have a ‘unique’ enterprise

This is a town that is fairly self reliant

or event that not only gives the town

and has ‘can-do’ people, people who

an identity but sets it apart from other

‘get it done’ when it needs doing. As

places and generates a particular sense

long as this continues and...has this

of pride and accomplishment. Notable

type of people, the town will survive.

examples include:

Things take longer to get done here

• the Elmore Field Days, which attract

years to the day from the original
community meetings.
• Coleraine’s famous chocolate factory:
People come from Hamilton to buy
chocolate. [The factory} does not
employ a huge number of people
but [it] is great asset and icon of [the]

than in the city but they do get done.

about 30,000 people in October and

town, particularly for tourists/visitors.

Newcomers sometimes get frustrated

the Campaspe Run Discovery Centre in

Other towns [such as Daylesford] have

by this but soon acclimatise.

Elmore:

tried to poach the factory.

There are three or four new families

The field days were established in

who are really good, involved. People

1962 by a group of local men. The

don’t get involved in volunteering [for

Elmore Agricultural Show had finished

things such as] meals on wheels. The...

in 1939 and many other agriculture

Club can’t attract new members (men

shows were finishing at the time.
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• Hopetoun’s award winning Mallee

Secondly, and in complete contrast

design for a bush retreat:

as rural service centres still persists

to the first view, there are sufficient

This holiday accommodation facility

but is under severe challenge as

differences between each town to

on Lake Lascelles was designed by

farm populations decline and as

highlight the dangers of producing

a Melbourne architect. The design

competition from larger centres

generalised descriptions and analysis.

reflects the mallee: shearing sheds

increases. The towns that have done

Examples of local circumstances causing

were an inspiration for a communal

better economically and socially are

significant departures from the norm

lounge and portable silos have been

those that have realised change is

in terms of the age profile include

used for some accommodation.

occurring and have been able to seek

the establishment of a major business

Second stage of development is

alternatives.

bringing families and young people

for group accommodation (for

• The ‘treechange’ phenomenon is

into a town, and the establishment of

example, for schools). There is now

happening for a whole host of reasons

major aged care facilities bolstering

also funding for a new toilet block

and does not seem to be confined to

the numbers of aged people. Statistical

and a caravan/tent site. All this is

those towns that may ‘appear’ to have

analysis told little of what was actually

community driven and the locals have

something to offer.

happening in the town itself; it was the

seen [the] potential [for] tourism for

The research findings are dominated by

town. [The] Wimmera/Mallee pipeline

three overall observations. Firstly, the

should hopefully bring water to Lake

towns display similar demographic profile

Lascelles.

characteristics that allow generalised

While each town has its own story to

commentary on common trends,

tell, some common observations can

which is useful for understanding these

be made:

changes. Similar observations about

• Schools, banks and health services
are critical not only for the survival
of a town’s traditional role. They also
determine the capacity of a town to
continue to attract people and help
foster a sense of pride, resilience and
town identity.
• Towns need innovative and energetic
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• The role of small country towns

economic and social change and the
qualities and frailties of the towns allow
a typical profile to be developed. Factors
such as the ageing of the population and
the changing employment profile were
generally consistent. What the statistics
do not show (but will be worthy of
detailed examination with the release of
the 2006 Census data) is that all towns

community-minded people to help

were experiencing an influx of new

them thrive or even survive. It actually

residents attracted by cheaper housing

takes surprisingly few people to

and country town lifestyle. This trend

perform this role or for a town to lose

is not predictable from the statistics or

this quality.

from distant observations.

observations of the locals that set the
towns apart. Towns were ‘go ahead’ and
progressive or had a generally depressed
mood; some main streets had been
rejuvenated and businesses were going
well while others had some empty shops;
and volunteerism was strong in some
towns while there was concern about
dwindling numbers in others. The overall
performance and mood of a town,
which did not relate to size or economic
fortune, had been turned around by a
new enterprise, by newcomers to the
town, or by something as simple as a
community bank.

The third observation is that remotely
conceived and delivered prescriptive
policy and initiatives for small country
towns will hit some targets, but will miss
others and actually damage the social,

References
Australian Bureau of Statistics 1981,
1991 and 2001, Census of population
and housing .

economic and community fabric of many

Powers, R 1991, Far from home: Life and

small country towns. There is sufficient

loss in two American towns, New York.

local variation and subtlety even in the
bold statistics to warn of the dangers
of a standardised response. When the
actual physical and community fabric of
a town is uncovered by direct contact
with the local residents, it is evident that
each is a place worthy of respect and
individual engagement.
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7 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.

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

Mildura

Ouyen
Swan Hill

Echuca

Wodonga
Wangaratta

Stanhope

Beechworth

Shepparton
Benalla

Murtoa
Horsham

Bendigo

Seymour

Swifts Creek

Melbourne
Ballarat

Hamilton

Camperdown

Bairnsdale
Geelong

Moe
Traralgon

Portland

Warrnambool

Colac

Source: Department of Sustainability and Environment
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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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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.

74

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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9 Swifts Creek
Prepared by Neil Smith and Dr Helen Sheil, Centre for Rural Communities and
Monash University, Gippsland

Introduction
Swifts Creek has been affected by a

These issues may have generally

variety of events since 1988, including

affected an area far greater than

the three Australian ‘icons’ of drought,

just Swifts Creek. Each has created

flood and fire. Primary industry issues

change, opportunities and, at times,

including an outbreak of Ovine Johne’s

much coverage from the metropolitan

Disease, a government-initiated buy back

daily press, not all of it presenting a

of farms deemed to be unviable, and

particularly positive image or impression

those relating to the town’s major private

that one gets from visiting the town

sector employer (the timber mill) have

and talking to a broad cross-section of

also had significant impacts on the town.

the locals. The people of Swifts Creek—

Even that institution of small towns,

whether ‘new-comers’ or ‘old-timers’,

the local pub, burnt down and then

and whether younger or older—almost

operated for some time out of a shipping

without exception are passionate and

container before being rebuilt.

positive about their community and
‘place’, and optimistic and realistic about
the future.

Figure 9.1 Location of Swifts Creek
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Source: Department of Sustainability and Environment
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Location and township role
Swifts Creek had a population of

The town has a number of small offices

around 164 persons at the time of the

and services including those provided

2001 Census and is located about 374

by the Department of Sustainability and

kilometres from Melbourne in the East

Environment, the Department of Primary

Gippsland Shire. The town is about 94

Industries, a bush nursing centre and a

kilometres north of the regional centre

community centre. The timber mill and

of Bairnsdale and 26 kilometres south of

the primary and secondary schools are

the township of Omeo. Victorian local

also located close to the town centre, as

government amalgamations in the 1990s

are a range of community facilities such

moved the shire headquarters from

as churches, a kindergarten, a caravan

Omeo to Bairnsdale.

and camping ground, and various sports

While Swifts Creek’s main business area
remains much as it was in 1988, there
have been a few changes. The hardware
and butcher shops have closed, but the
gallery and bookshop have opened and
the hotel has been rebuilt. Businesses in
the town comprise:
• a general store
• a baker

facilities. A number of private enterprises
also operate within or close to the
town including an antenna installer, an
electrical services provider, a winery/
brewery, an olive grower, and a number
of bed and breakfast establishments.
Swifts Creek remains not only a small
service centre but also a focal point for
an area that extends some kilometres
in each direction. The role of the

• a petrol station

township is not measured simply by

• a hotel

the government services or private

• a bank

businesses provided; it extends to that

• a post office

immeasurable role of ‘community’.

• a bookshop
• a café
• a second hand/collectables shop
• a community owned art and
craft gallery.
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Population levels and trends
Some inherent difficulties exist in

Table 9.1 Population numbers in Swifts Creek and Omeo, 1976–2001

making comparisons of population
levels between 1988 and 2005.

Locality

1976

1981

1986

1991

1996

2001

The amalgamation of Victorian local

Swifts Creek

270

300

270

198

228

164

making it difficult to extract population

Omeo

290

280

295

274

298

263

for the same geographic areas; the

Balance of

na

28,928

33,482

36,269

37,893

38,028

census data is now five years old

East Gippsland

governments changed some boundaries

whereas it was only two years old
in 1988; there has been significant
population movement in rural Victoria
since the last census; and because
the recoded population of the Swifts
Creek township has dropped below

Sources: Henshall Hansen and Associates report 1998, p. 201 (for 1976 figures); Department
of Sustainability and Environment Towns in Time data (for remaining figures).
na=not available.

Table 9.2 Population change in Swifts Creek and Omeo, 1981–2001

200, the Australian Bureau of Statistics

1981–86

provides far less detail for these smaller
communities.

Locality

From the available figures, it can be seen

Swifts Creek

that the population of Swifts Creek has

Omeo

varied over the last 20 years. According
to census figures for the period 1976–
81, the town had a population growth
of 30 people (Table 9.1) at an average
annual rate of 2.1 per cent (Table 9.2).
This was followed by a decline from
1981 to 1991. The early to mid-1990s
saw an increase (2.9 per cent per year),
followed by a late 1990s decline of
74 people (6.37 per cent per year).
No figures are available for the period
2001–05.

78

1986–91

1991–96

1996–2001

Average annual rate of change %
–2.1

–5.5

2.9

–6.4

1.1

–0.8

1.7

–2.5

Sources: Australian Bureau of Statistics census data; Department of Sustainability and
Environment Towns in Time data.

Table 9.3 Population summary data, Swifts Creek, 1981–2001

1981

1986

1991

1996

2001

300

270

198

228

164

17

13

0

14

3

9

0

0

3

0

55/45

54/46

53/47

52/48

53/47

Population living at same address five years ago

145

145

124

126

99

Proportion of LGA* population (%)

1.0

0.8

0.5

0.6

0.4

Rank by population size

248

269

306

300

361

Total population
Visitors on census night
Population in non-private dwellings
Male/female population ratio

Source: Department of Sustainability and Environment Towns in Time data.
*LGA=local government area.
na=not available.
Notes
Differences in population figures between tables 9.3 and 9.4 are due to the different methods used to calculate population by the Department of Sustainability and Environment (Towns in
Time data) and the Australian Bureau of Statistics (census data).

Table 9.4 Age structure of the Swifts Creek population, 1981–2001
Age group (years)

1976

1986

1996

2001

1976–2001

No.

%

No.

%

No.

%

No.

%

No.

%

0–14

89

33.7

72

27.9

69

30.0

37

25.3

–52

–58.4

15–19

12

4.5

21

8.1

13

5.7

9

6.2

–3

–25.0

20–29

29

11.0

42

16.2

22

9.6

16

11.0

–13

–44.8

30–39

31

11.7

40

15.4

51

22.2

18

12.3

–13

–41.9

40–54

49

18.6

48

18.5

33

14.3

24

16.4

–25

–51.0

55+

54

20.5

36

13.9

42

18.3

42

28.8

–12

–22.2

Total

264

100.0

259

100.0

230

100.0

146

100.0

–118

–44.7

Source: Department of Sustainability and Environment Towns in Time data.
Note
The level of demographic detail available for Swifts Creek was reduced when its population dropped below 200.
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The loss of young people (up to 19 years

however, show a decline in population

had become long term residents. This

of age) common to all rural communities

for the period 1976–2001, even though

mobility is borne out by Table 9.3,

is reflected in Swifts Creek (Table 9.4). It

most have had periods of increasing

which shows that at each census year

is also evident that while there has been

population in that time. And as is

since 1981, almost half the population

a decrease in the numbers in each age

occurring across Victoria, regional centres

changed address in the previous

grouping, the percentage for the over

such as Bairnsdale have increased their

five years, with possibly a sizeable

55 years age group is increasing. Again,

population over the same period.

proportion moving from outside the

this is common in most small rural
communities across Victoria.

area. Discussions with members of the

When the researchers met with five

community support this phenomenon,

randomly selected Swifts Creek students

Table 9.5 is an update of the 1988

from Years 7–10, they discovered that

study table of population levels for the

none of these young people were born

towns around Swifts Creek. It is difficult

in Swifts Creek. All the families had

to accurately record the changes in

moved to the town when these young

smaller townships because the Australian

people were less than seven years

Bureau of Statistics does not record

old. The families had predominantly

detailed demographics for towns with

moved from Melbourne but also from

populations less than 200. All of the

other areas of Gippsland. Not all had

smaller towns for which there is data,

family connections to the area but all

with many of the people interviewed
having moved into the area. While this
information goes against the commonly
held view that small rural communities
are full of people who have lived there
all their lives, many of the people who
participated in the 1988 study are still
living in the area.

Table 9.5 Population levels in Swifts Creek and other towns in the district, 1976–2001
Town

Number of people

Change 1976–2001

1976

1981

1986

1991

1996

2001

No.

av. % p.a.

Swifts Creek

270

288

263

198

228

164

–106

–1.9

Omeo

280

272

285

274

298

263

–17

–0.3

Ensay

na

na

150

na

na

na

na

na

Benambra

na

na

150

na

na

na

na

na

568

449

526

614

601

526

–42

–0.3

9,130

9,459

10,328

10,770

10,890

10,667

1,537

0.6

Bruthen
Bairnsdale

Sources: Henshall Hansen and Associates report 1998, p. 203 (for 1976 figures); Department of Sustainability and Environment Towns in Time
data (remaining figures).
na=not available.
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Anecdotal evidence suggests that many

This situation has a major impact on

with. All expressed the need to leave

of the births in the area are to parents

friendships among young people. If

after completing schooling in order to

over 30 years old, again challenging the

a young person boards in Bairnsdale

access employment and educational

view that women in rural areas all have

during the week and their family lives

opportunities. All were looking forward

babies at a younger age. And while the

outside Swifts Creek on a farm or in

to leaving, yet all commented on the

population within the township has been

Omeo, for example, there is almost

(often) narrow world-view of people

decreasing, anecdotal evidence also

no opportunity for friends to socialise.

from Melbourne (that is, how Melbourne

suggests that there has been an increase

This aspect possibly contributes to the

people knew nothing of rural life

in population within the area that

movement of young people away from

whereas they knew about both rural

identifies itself as being ‘Swifts Creek’,

the community as their links to the

and urban life). They commented on the

for example, on the Cassillis Road. It is

community become increasingly tenuous.

air and noise pollution of Melbourne

not possible to corroborate this with

Even if they continue to play sport, they

compared with rural areas, and all felt

statistical information and possibly not

are unable to train with the team.

that they would at some point return to

worth attempting anyway because such
information is now five years old. Even
though census and other data suggest
a major population decrease, not one

All the young people interviewed at the
secondary college believed they would
leave Swifts Creek at the end of their

living in a rural area. Again, these views
have been well documented and are
common across rural Victoria.

secondary schooling (generally Year 12).

It is difficult to reach a simple conclusion

The predominant destination was to

about the importance of the changing

Melbourne, although one young person

demographics (or perhaps even how

The secondary college noted a decrease

was seeking an apprenticeship in East

much the demographics have changed)

in numbers over the past few years,

Gippsland. Those looking to move to

to the people of Swifts Creek other than

but this decrease may not be entirely

Melbourne were seeking a mixture of

to note the underlying recognition that

due to a decrease in population in the

employment and further education.

the population has an impact on local

area. It is worth noting that the college

All were comfortable with the idea of

businesses, institutions such as sporting

was optimistic about an increase in

moving, possibly because they had all

teams, and schools.

numbers in the near future. The young

moved to Swifts Creek and had relatives

people interviewed at the secondary

in Melbourne and some knowledge of

college attributed the reduction in school

living in a city. The movement of young

population at least in part to the number

people from smaller rural communities

of families who sent students away to

at the end of Year 12 has been common

study, often to board in Bairnsdale and

across rural Victoria for at least 20 years.2

person interviewed raised the issue of
decreasing community population.

attend Nagle College, a private school.
Comments from the students included
that ‘there are only two of us left in
school from the group that started out
in kinder. Lots of them have gone to
Bairnsdale to school’.

The young people expressed somewhat
contradictory feelings in relation to the
community, for example, they all liked

Refer to (for example) Arnold, C 1991, Three times less
likely, Country Education Project; Breen, K 1987, Our
biggest export business is kids, Youth Accommodation
Coalition for the Victorian Youth Policy Development
Council; Owen, F and O’Connor H 1994, Way to go
rural youth transition project consultation report, East
Gippsland Access Project and Victorian Country Youth
Services Inc.; Smith, N 1995, Way to go rural youth
transition project community resource manual, East
Gippsland Access Project and Victorian Country Youth
Services Inc.

2

living in Swifts Creek but felt there
were a lack of young people to socialise
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Labour force and employment patterns
The original study noted that Swifts

The 1988 study also noted that Swifts

Creek in 1986 tended to have a higher

Creek had a public/private sector

proportion of wage and salary earners

distribution in its resident labour

(74.1 per cent) compared with the

force (reflecting the average for non-

non-metropolitan average (almost 69

metropolitan Victoria), with about 72

per cent), and a smaller proportion of

per cent engaged in the private sector

self-employed/employers (15.5 per cent

and the balance within the public sector.

compared with 22 per cent). The study

Public sector employment for residents in

noted that this distribution reflected

1986 was entirely in State Government

the sawmill’s importance in terms of

departments and agencies. It is noted

the town’s employment structure.

from the 1986 Census that no residents

This statistic is not available for 2001

were employed in federal or local

or 2005.

government jobs at that time.

Table 9.6 Labour force status of Swifts Creek residents, 1976–2001
1976

1986

1996

2001 1976–2001

Number

% change

84

86

na

na

na

27

12

na

na

na

6

na

na

na

2

6

na

na

na

113

110

91

na

–39.0

Unemployed

2

6

10

4

2.0

Total labour

116

116

101

78

–38.0

Wage and
salary earners
Self employed
Employer
Unpaid helper
Total employed

force
Sources: Australian Bureau of Statistics census data; Department of Sustainability and
Environment Towns in Time data.
na=not available.
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Table 9.7 shows that the percentage

manufacturing (41.9 per cent to 8.1 per

of the work force employed in every

cent) and public administration (6.7 per

sector category changed substantially

cent to 0 per cent) suffered a decline.

between 1986 and 2001. Areas such

The recorded number of overall jobs

as agriculture (10.5 per cent to 27 per

decreased from 105 in 1986 to 74 in

cent), transport and storage (9.8 per

2001, but the researchers found there

cent to 8.1 per cent), wholesale and

to be an extra nine jobs in 2005.

retail (10.5 per cent to 18.9 per cent)
and community services (15.2 per
cent to 22.9 per cent) increased their
percentage share of employment in
the town.3 In contrast, sectors such as

It is always difficult to draw conclusions about the
changing percentages of employment attributed to
sectors because these changes may reflect jobs being
seen in different sectors between census periods, for
example, between primary industries and manufacturing.
3
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Table 9.7 Employment by industry sector for resident labour force, Swifts Creek 1976–2001
1976
Industry sector

1986

1996

2001

No.

%

No.

%

No.

%

No.

%

41

36.3

11

10.5

9

9.8

20

27.0

0

0.0

0

0.0

5

5.9

0

0.0

41

36.3

11

10.5

14

15.7

20

27.0

30

26.6

44

41.9

15

16.5

6

8.1

Electricity, gas & water

4

3.5

4

3.8

0

0.0

0

0.0

Construction

0

0.0

0

0.0

3

3.0

6

8.1

Transport, storage

4

3.5

4

3.8

3

3.0

6

8.1

Communications

4

3.5

0

0.0

0

0.0

3

4.0

12

10.5

8

7.6

6

6.0

15

20.3

13

11.5

11

10.5

31

34.0

14

18.9

Financial, property & business services

3

2.7

2

1.9

3

3.0

0

0.0

Community services

6

5.3

16

15.2

8

8.8

17

22.9

Recreation, personal services

4

3.5

2

1.9

3

3.0

3

4.0

Public administration, defence

2

1.8

7

6.7

11

11.9

0

0.0

28

24.8

38

36.1

56

60.7

34

45.8

2

1.8

4

3.9

0

0.0

0

0.0

113

100.0

105

100.0

91

100.0

74

100.0

Primary
Agriculture
Mining

Subtotal

Manufacturing
Intermediate services

Subtotal

Financial services
Wholesale & retail

Subtotal

Other/not stated

Total

Sources: Australian Bureau of Statistics census data; Department of Sustainability and Environment Towns in Time data.
* Henshall Hansen and Associates small town study report.

84

# Department of Sustainability and Environment Towns in Time data.

1976–86 change

1986–96 change

1996–2001 change

Victoria % distribution

No.

%

No.

%

No.

%

1986*

1986#

2001

–30

–72.5

–2

–18.1

11

122.0

14.9

4.8

3.6

0

0.0

5

500.0

–5

–100.0

0.6

0.3

0.2

–30

–72.5

3

27.3

6

42.8

15.5

5.1

3.8

14

46.7

–29

–65.0

–9

–60.0

13.9

19.3

15.7

0

0.0

–4

–100.0

0

0.0

3.4

2.2

0.6

0

0.0

3

300.0

3

100.0

6.8

6.5

6.7

0

0.0

–1

–25.0

3

100.0

4.0

5.0

3.9

–4

–100.0

0

0.0

3

100.0

1.7

2.2

2.0

–4

–33.3

–2

–25.0

9

150.0

15.9

15.9

13.2

–2

–15.3

13

127.3

–17

–54.8

16.8

22.5

25.2

–1

–33.3

1

50.0

–3

–100.0

5.5

11.1

15.7

10

166.7

–7

–43.7

9

112.5

17.6

15.6

17.2

–2

–50.0

7

350.0

0

0.0

5.3

4.6

6.0

5

250.0

4

57.1

–11

–100.0

5.8

5.8

3.0

7

19.4

18

47.3

–22

–39.2

51.0

49.6

67.1

2

100.0

-4

–100.0

0

0.0

3.7

–8

–7.1

–14

–13.3

–17

–18.7

100.0
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Table 9.8 Estimated employment by equivalent full time position (EFT) located in Swifts Creek township,
1988 and 2005
Employment EFT
Employer

1988

2005

Timber mill

55

17

Secondary college

24

19

previously Department of Conservation, Forests and Lands)

21

30

Local businesses

20

5

Telecom

4

0

State Electricity Commission of Victoria

4

0

Primary school

4

7

Police

1

1

Bush nursing centre

1

1

Post office

1

1

State Government (currently Department of Sustainability and Environment;

2

Community centre
135

Total

83

Sources: Henshall Hansen and Associates small town study 1988; Reported employment numbers during 2005 visit.

The timber mill

reopened when bought by another

While initially running two shifts, the mill

The timber mill was noted as being a

company, but closed again in 2000. The

now runs one shift. There are 17 staff

major part of Swifts Creek in the 1988

mill again re-opened in February 2001

plus some casuals, all but three of whom

study; this is still the case in 2005. The

under the ownership of Dormit Pty Ltd (a

are locals. Three of the management

mill’s location on the highway (the

company based in Dandenong). Between

staff have relocated to Swifts Creek from

town’s main street) makes it constantly

closing in 2000 and re-opening in 2001,

Melbourne and now live locally. There is

visible. Its history since the 1988 study

all machinery had been sold and the

also one local apprentice; this is the first

simply reinforces that visibility. It remains

new owners took over essentially empty

time Dormit has put on an apprentice

the largest private sector employer in

buildings. The new owners have installed

and it is also one of the very few local

the community.

state-of-the-art equipment and currently

apprenticeships.

Shortly after publication of the 1988
study, the mill (then known as Ezards)
was closed. It was subsequently
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mill low (E) grade logs into components
for pallets, which are transported to a
Dandenong site for manufacture.

Dormit uses Forestech (East Gippsland
TAFE) for some of its staff training, and
the company supports a number of local

organisations and events such as the
primary school and the Lions Club. It also

Government services

supplies wood chip mulch to both schools.
Offcut timber is used by many in the

The earlier study noted that Swifts Creek

Of the other services providing local

played an important role, particularly in

employment at that time, the small

relation to two key public services—the

State Electricity Commission depot has

secondary college and the (then)

closed (the building has been converted

when there is a need for a forklift.

Department of Conservation, Forests and

to accommodation by the hotel), the

Dormit sees itself as sustainable and as

Lands. The secondary college was the

primary school currently employs seven

largest public sector employer (24 jobs)

EFT, the police station is still operational

while the Department of Conservation,

(and has been expecting an upgrade

Forests and Lands employed 21 people.

for some time), and the bush nursing

The secondary college employed 13 EFT

centre retains its important role in the

teaching staff plus six other staff (19

community. Positions funded by the

EFT) in 2005 and the Department of

TAFE and the State Government at the

Sustainability and Environment reported

community centre are also important

that it had about 30 full time staff plus

functions within the community.

community as a source of firewood, and
as the owners of the only forklift in town,
Dormit provides assistance to other local
businesses and community organisations

being in Swifts Creek for the ‘long haul’.
The company is experimenting in a small
way with other potential value-added
products from the low grade logs and
has recently installed a small drying kiln.

about another 15 staff on the summer
(October to May) crew.
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Community initiatives
Like many innovative small rural

About 80 students from an annual

communities the subregion that

school population of 68 to 75 have

encompasses Swifts Creek and includes

enlisted in the program since its

Benambra, Omeo and Ensay is always

inception in 2001. Some 24 employers

looking for opportunities to strengthen

from approximately 60 local community

local employment.

businesses (excluding farms) have

The Students at Work Program emerged
as an innovative response to the need to
find after-school jobs for young people
in an area without the opportunities
provided by ‘traditional’ part time
employment such as retail outlets,
cafes and fast food operations. The
program was initiated locally, auspiced
by Omeo Health Service and initially
supported financially by a small grant

for the program is approximately 5,000
square kilometres with a population of
around 1,500. The program has a oneday per week coordinator, and since
2001 has received $87,500 in funding
from community organisations and
government, $9,000 of which has been
used as seed funding for entrepreneurial
ideas.

from Kilmany Uniting Care. It matches

An excerpt from the evaluation of the

young people with a local employer

Students at Work Program demonstrates

and includes a wage subsidy. A further

its success:

feature is that entrepreneurship among
young people is fostered through a small
business competition where the best
ideas can attract seeding funds of up to
$1,000 and a business mentor to guide
business operations. The program is
not just about a way for young people
to earn extra income. It is about giving
young people who choose to move to
Melbourne for educational opportunities
a work history to assist them find part
time employment. It is also about
creating new jobs within the community
for young people who choose to stay.
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participated. The geographic catchment

The program has been an outstanding
success, benefiting communities,
employers and young people. It
symbolises the spirit of independence
and regeneration that is the hallmark
of these communities and exemplifies
the strong desire of the region to
create a future for their young people.

Farming
According to one person interviewed,

Following the 1998 floods, the State

of off-farm income) rather than around

‘up here what we like to talk about is

Government introduced a number of

the viability of the farming household.

not so much the viability of a farm but

programs to assist the area recover.

A viable farming household is much

the viability of a farming household’.

One of these was the $10 million buy

more likely to be ‘doing the right

back scheme to assist unviable farmers

thing’ environmentally and within the

leave the industry. In all, 18 properties

community. To this extent, residents

were sold to the Government; after

commented that a proper rural policy

rehabilitation, 16 were re-sold to

that included farming and rural

adjoining property owners and two to

communities and businesses was needed

farmers new to the area.

to provide better outcomes.

including drought, flood, disease, and

One outcome of these impacts has been

A number of government funded

fire. The 1990s were particularly difficult.

a major shift in the focus of ‘mainstream’

consultant’s reports into the subregion

Over the two or three decades up to

farming, going from a wool producing

around Swifts Creek (Omeo, Ensay and

then, the area had established itself as a

area to a meat cattle producing area.

Benambra) made mention of alternate

producer of fine merino wool. Like other

One estimate suggests that the 80–20

agricultural opportunities for the area.

wool producing areas, however, Swifts

ratio of sheep (wool)–beef has now

Some experimentation has occurred,

Creek was heavily affected by the drop

become beef–sheep (meat and wool).

for example, an olive grove has been

The 1988 study noted that agriculture
has periodic downturns through falling
commodity prices, increasing costs or
difficult weather conditions. Swifts Creek
and surrounding areas have continued
to experience all these issues since 1988,

in the wool floor price that saw it halve
in nominal terms. Australia’s sheep flock
also nearly halved.

The buy back was controversial to begin

planted.

with, but there is now some support
for the scheme because it has reduced

The difficulties created by drought in the

the average age of farmers in the area,

early- to mid-1990s were exacerbated

changed (for the better) environmental

by an outbreak of Ovine Johne’s Disease,

practices such as ‘off site’ watering (to

a sheep wasting disease. Most farmers

protect streams), and given some people

had to de-stock and quarantine their

a dignified exit from the industry. It was

properties from sheep for three years.

commented that much Government

Consequently, the number of sheep

support is around the viability of the

flocks in the area has dropped from

farm (hence support is directed toward

around 43 to just five.

those farms that do not have a source
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Tourism
The 1988 study and a number of more

A number of people commented that

One recommendation of the Arup

recent ones listed tourism as providing

both the floods and the fires have

Report (2000) was to undertake major

growth potential for the area. Yet apart

affected tourist numbers in the area, and

streetscape improvements in Swifts

from a few annual events such as the

that numbers had not recovered since

Creek, Omeo, Benambra and Ensay.

ride-on lawn mower races, not a lot has

the fires. People also commented on the

A consultant’s study (Urban Design

been introduced to the Swifts Creek

difficulty of getting passing traffic to stop

Framework) was released in 2004

tourism calendar. The only real changes

in the town, because most seem intent

but no major streetscape works have

since 1988 include the establishment of

on reaching their destination rather than

commenced in Swifts Creek. Five years

some bed and breakfast establishments

on being tourists.

after the 2000 Arup Report, it appears

in the area and the highway being

that the implementation of a number

designated the Great Alpine Way.

of the recommendations is still some
time away.
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The community
Swifts Creek, like a number of

During the town meeting arranged for

can be gained is not of a Government

communities in East Gippsland, has been

the researchers to meet the community,

seeking to assist but of a community

poked and prodded by consultant and

mention was made of the lack of control

getting on with its life and future

government reports for more years than

over local resources and decision making,

despite government intervention. Such

most residents care to remember. Local

exacerbated by the shire offices being

approaches tend to take ownership away

people criticised this way of working by

moved from Omeo to Bairnsdale, by

from a local community and ignore the

government, not because they knew

the removal of government offices from

contribution of a large percentage of the

everything; they are keen to hear ideas

the area, and by the loss of previous

population.

and learn new approaches, but were not

programs such as the Country Education

supportive of having things done

Program. The impression that

to them.
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10 Beechworth
Prepared by Dr Maureen Rogers, Centre for Sustainable Regional Communities,
La Trobe University, Bendigo.

Introduction
Beechworth was selected for inclusion

site out of town. The closure of Mayday

the town had a sad and gloomy feel

in the 1988 small towns study as an

Hills affected the community culturally,

and ‘only the mad or bad’ lived in

example of a town hosting a number

psychologically and economically.

Beechworth. In fact, Tom O’Toole from

of major government institutions.

Indeed, many residents argued at the

the Beechworth Bakery stated:

At that time, Beechworth had the

time that it would be a devastating

Mayday Hills Psychiatric Hospital, which

blow for Beechworth, a town that was

housed approximately 1,000 patients

accustomed to near full employment and

and employed up to 500 people; the

high levels of disposable income.

high security prison with 200 inmates
and approximately 50 employees; the
hospital and home for the elderly; and
the shire offices.

In the beginning—21 years ago—this
was very much a dying town. Everyone
thought I was crazy with my plans for
the bakery (over capitalising they said).

According to many people interviewed

Patients used to walk the footpaths

for this research, the culture of

so I put chairs out. Locals didn’t want

Beechworth prior to the closure of

tourists, but they now realise how

Mayday Hills was very institutionalised

much they bring to the town.

Since then, Mayday Hills has been closed

with little expression of community

down and the prison has changed to a

vitality. Given the nature of the major

low security facility and shifted to a new

institutions (both a form of incarceration)

Figure 4.1 Location of Beechworth

Yarraw onga East
Yarraw onga

Wahgunyah

Bundalong

Rutherglen

Wodonga Rural City
Barnaw atha

Bellbridge
Bethanga

Wodonga

Moira Shire

Towong Shire

Chiltern
Springhurst

Baranduda
Tallangatta

Wangaratta Rural City

Indigo Shire

Tangambalanga
Yackandandah

Wangaratta

Beechworth

Benalla Rural City

Ouyen

Glenrow an

Oxley

Milaw a

Alpine Shire
Benalla

Myrtleford
Moyhu

Source: Department of Sustainability and Environment
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Murtoa

Stanhope

Beechworth

Eskdale

Swifts Creek
Camperdown

Beechworth had a more illustrious

Mayday Hills is extremely high and very

town in decline, there is local evidence

beginning, however, and the discovery

challenging for La Trobe University. And

that this trend is on the turn. The

of gold is evident in the magnificent

the site of the old prison has recently

challenge for Beechworth now is to build

buildings that reflect this wealth-creating

been sold to an unknown buyer, with

on its premier brand while maintaining

period. Beechworth has long been

little or no community consultation. Both

a strong sense of community and the

recognised for its beauty and historical

issues will pose ongoing challenges for

cultural, environmental and heritage

architecture. Located 30 kilometres

Beechworth.

assets that are the foundations of its

south-west of Wodonga in the Ovens
Murray region and 200 kilometres
north of Melbourne, Beechworth has
since become a high profile destination
for weekenders, overseas tourists and
lifestylers looking for a quiet life within
reach of a major regional centre.

In 1988, Beechworth faced the challenge
of shifting from being a community with
a regular source of employment and
income to one that had to find its own

current success. There is a strong sense
of optimism and pride in the community,
a far cry from the ‘mad and bad’ old
days.

way. Today, Beechworth is a ‘premier
brand’ tourist destination with a bright
and prosperous future. The culture is one

The two major historical sites (Mayday

of innovation and openness to new ideas

Hills and the prison) located in the heart

and new people. While the population

of town have significant potential to

statistics tend to suggest a

contribute to the ongoing development
of Beechworth. Unfortunately, the cost
of restoring and maintaining
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Beechworth’s role, 1987–2005
Beechworth was a community principally

With the closure of Mayday Hills 12

According to a study undertaken by

involved in public institution in 1988,

years ago, many people left town. Some

the Beechworth Community Welfare

providing facilities for those with a

of those who stayed and developed their

Committee in 2004, people expressed

psychiatric illness, the aged, and prison

own businesses are still operating today.

a real sense of pride in and belonging

inmates. It is even reported that Ned

Tom O’Toole, for example, started his

to the community. They felt the town

Kelly and his mother spent time in

bakery around the same time Mayday

had a very positive image because of

Beechworth’s prison. The dominance

Hills closed. Tom and his bakery are still

the diversity of interests, a high level of

of public institutions, including a public

in the town today. La Trobe University’s

community participation (volunteerism),

hospital and all the apparatus of local

purchase of the Mayday Hills site five

the variety of events, and the vibrancy of

government meant that employment in

years ago has seen the buildings and

the people. Most people in Beechworth

Beechworth was abundant and secure.

grounds partly restored and the facility

acknowledge the benefits of tourism and

According to one long time resident and

used for conferences, accommodation

can see that the lifestyle is attractive to

ex-police sergeant, ‘people would think

and festivities such as the annual Opera

visitors. It is a vastly different community

there was something wrong with you

on the Green, a major event on the

to that of the 1988 study.

if you couldn’t get a job in Beechworth

national calendar.

back then’.

Today this town in Victoria’s far north-

The nature of public institutions

east is a favourite of day trippers

meant that several generations within

and weekenders who appreciate the

families had held similar positions. It

carefully restored colonial buildings and

was a government town where money

beautiful countryside. Over the past five

came in every fortnight, supporting a

years Beechworth has established itself

cross-section of skilled and unskilled

as a provider of ‘quality’ wine, food,

labour. A significant amount of money

accommodation, and shopping in an

regularly flowed into the community, but

environment rich in cultural heritage,

according to a local resident, very little

restored and maintained in a highly

was spent or invested in Beechworth

sophisticated way.

in those days because people travelled
to Albury–Wodonga for most of their
shopping needs.

It is an excellent stopover between
Sydney and Melbourne travelling via
the Hume Highway and taking the
scenic route between Wodonga and
Wangaratta. With towering snowcapped mountains in winter, tree-covered
ranges, lakes, wild rivers, and tranquil
rural farmlands, the region has become
an important tourist destination.
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Population levels and trends
Population trends throughout rural

to visit and live. According to several

The closure of Mayday Hills and the

Australia have dramatically changed

people interviewed, the population is

loss of 1,000 patients and several

over the past five years. The long

stable but showing signs of a steady

hundred staff was a major cause of the

term forecasts of the late 1990s—of

increase. Interestingly, of all the towns

population decline during the 1980s and

continued population decline and

in the Indigo Shire, only the population

early 1990s. This was reflected in the

the foreclosure of many small rural

of Beechworth is recorded as declining

number of people registered as living in

communities—are not proving to be

(by 0.6 per cent) between 1981 and

non-private dwellings falling from 885 in

the case for some small towns. In the

2001. The Ovens Murray region, with its

1981 to 390 in 2001.

case of Beechworth, for example, there

regional centre of Albury–Wodonga and

has been a significant change in the

its proximity to snow fields, mountains

way the community sees itself. A once

and rivers, is generally experiencing social

conservative government town is now

and economic growth and development.

a vibrant and highly attractive place
Table 10.1 Population levels and change in Beechworth and surrounding areas
Locality

Number of residents
1981

Beechworth
Chiltern
Rutherglen
Barnawatha
Yackandandah

1986

1991

1996

2001

Total change in period %
1981–91

1986–96

1991–

1981–

2001

2001

3,154

3,252

3,136

2,953

2,791

–0.1

–1.2

–1.1

–0.6

867

935

1,157

1,080

1,039

2.9

–1.4

–0.8

0.9

1,454

1,586

1,876

1,904

1,846

2.6

0.3

–0.6

1.2

82

119

183

438

531

8.3

19.1

3.9

9.8

461

473

601

592

629

2.7

–0.3

1.2

1.6

Source: Department of Sustainability and Environment, Towns in Time data.
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Table 10.2 shows a significant decline

Australia is facing an ageing population,

in the population of 18–34 year olds

and this is particularly apparent in

up to 1991, a moderate increase in the

small rural communities where young

population aged 35–59 years, and a

people typically leave and very few

moderate decline in the 60–74 years

young families arrive. According to

age group.

2001 Census data, there has been
very little real change in the number of

While the primary school principal

5–17 year olds, slightly fewer 18–34

talked about a decline in student

year olds, and significantly more 35–49

numbers in preceding years, the school

year olds living in Beechworth. Given

is now experiencing a steady increase

that more people are making lifestyle

in new students. Parents cited various

choices to live in small towns in the

reasons for enrolling their children at

hinterlands of major regional centres

Beechworth’s primary school:

within commuting distance, data from

• they were working in the town, and

the next census may reflect a significant

the school was convenient

change in Beechworth’s population and

• they lived in a neighbouring town, but

age structure.

felt that Beechworth had more to offer
their children in terms of education
• they were seeking a specific type of
education where there were small
student numbers and a strong focus
on the individual
• new people were moving into the
community.

Table 10.2 Age structure of the Beechworth population 1981–2001
Age

1981

1986

1991

1996

2001

(years)
No.

%

No.

%

No.

%

No.

%

No.

%.

%

0–17

724

23

837

25.7

853

27.2

829

28.1

690

24.7

–0.4

18–34

773

24.6

742

22.8

605

19.3

518

17.6

474

16.9

–38.6

35–59

873

27.7

902

27.7

888

28.3

954

32.3

976

34.9

1.2

60–74

487

25.5

474

14.6

479

15.3

402

13.6

369

13.2

–2.4

75+

295

9.4

297

9.1

312

9.9

251

8.5

282

10.1

–0.4

Source: Department of Sustainability and Environment, Towns in Time data.
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Change
1981–2001

Industry and employment patterns
Labour force and employment

Table 10.3 Labour force status of the Beechworth resident labour force,

overview

1981–2001

Closure of the Mayday Hills hospital
had a major impact on the Beechworth
community. Not only did it result in
the loss of several hundred jobs and
the loss of population, it also had a
significant impact on the psyche of the
community. Most people interviewed
believed the closure was a primary cause
of town decline during the late 1980s

Labour force

1981

1986

1991

1996

2001

Employed (no.)

1,041

1,073

1,101

1,032

1,158

Unemployed (no.)

49

58

122

126

82

Unemployment rate (%)

4.5

5.1

10.0

10.9

6.6

43.0

44.0

50.9

52.7

55.4

Participation rate (%)

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

and early 1990s. Despite this loss, the
other important institutions—namely
the prison, the public hospital, aged
care facilities, and the extended
apparatus of local government through
amalgamations—continued to exist and
to provide employment.

Major changes that have occurred in

but because a significant proportion

recent years are evident in the changing

of B&Bs are houses owned by local or

nature of employment. The dominant

distant landlords, the availability of rental

industry in 1981 was health and

accommodation is potentially restricted.

community services; by 2001, however,
this sector had almost halved and the

The community was already working

accommodation, cafés and restaurants

toward fostering a tourism industry in

sector had doubled. So too had

1988, recognising the need to find new

manufacturing, despite predictions in

sources of income and employment.

1988 that this sector would experience

Closure of the hospital is now seen as an

major employment losses. Employment

important catalyst in shifting community

in retail trade, education, and property

attitudes, providing the impetus for

and business services also increased

major changes. According to census

significantly by 2001. These trends have

data, unemployment was low during

possibly accelerated over the past 3–4

the early 1980s; a dramatic increase in

years in line with a flourishing tourism

unemployment during the early 1990s

sector and the shifts in population trends

reflected the closure of the hospital, but

as retirees (and others) seek new lifestyle

it also reflected a national employment

opportunities.

issue at that time. The unemployment
rate had begun to fall by 2001, and
the participation rate had significantly
increased.

There is also a growing number of
nationally and internationally renowned
artists living in Beechworth. Given that
there is no specific category for the
arts sector in census data, it is difficult
to comment on their contribution to
the local economy. The 5.8 per cent
increase in employment in the ‘culture
and recreational services’ category may
reflect the emergence of this sector in
Beechworth.

According to the owner of a Beechworth
bed and breakfast (B&B) establishment,
there were only three B&Bs operating 10
years ago. There are now more than 60
such establishments offering a variety
of short-stay accommodation options,
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Table 10.4 Major employment categories of Beechworth residents, 1981–2001
Industry

1981
No. employed

% No. employed

2001

change 1981–2001

%

%

518

49.7

288

24.9

–44.4

Retail trade

81

7.8

164

14.1

10.2

Education

65

6.3

113

9.8

7.3

Agriculture

62

6.0

51

4.4

–1.7

Accommodation, cafes &

52

5.0

104

9.0

50.0

Manufacturing

50

4.8

121

10.4

58.7

Government administration

49

4.7

59

5.1

1.7

Construction

40

3.8

58

5.0

3.1

Personal & other services

38

3.6

45

3.9

1.6

Transport & storage

17

1.6

28

2.4

3.9

Communication

17

1.6

14

1.2

–1.8

Finance & insurance

17

1.6

7

0.6

–5.9

Property & business

17

1.6

56

4.9

7.0

Culture & recreation

10

1.0

24

2.0

5.8

Wholesale trade

8

0.7

20

1.8

6.0

Electricity, gas & water

3

0.3

7

0.6

5.7

Health/community services

restaurants

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

Table 10.5 Employment of Beechworth residents in new growth industries
Industry

1981

2001

No.

%

No.

%

%

Retail trade

81

7.8

164

14.1

10.2

Education

65

6.3

113

9.8

7.3

Accommodation, cafes & restaurants 52

5.0

104

9.0

50.0

Manufacturing

50

4.8

121

10.4

58.7

Property & business

17

1.6

56

4.9

7.0

Source: Department of Sustainability and Environment, Towns in Time data.
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Change 1981–2001

Employment issues
Because Beechworth is close to

Education

squash was active until the coach left

Albury–Wodonga, a significant number

Beechworth has two primary schools

and the courts closed. A new gym facility

of people commute to work. In fact,

(state and Catholic) and a secondary

has just been built. Small groups of

people are travelling in several directions,

school. According to the principal of

different sports travel some distance to

from Albury–Wodonga to Beechworth,

the state primary school, all the schools

play due to the lack of numbers and the

and between Beechworth and other

have experienced difficult times but have

lack of facilities in the local area.

communities in the region. The prison,

now turned a corner and are seen as

La Trobe University, the shire offices

providing quality education. Parents are

and the hospital and health care

apparently making conscious choices

Beechworth was described as being

services provide significant employment

about their children’s education and

‘arty’ with a ‘hippy’ history and

opportunities for professional people,

choice of school, and some are choosing

bohemian culture. The new premier

not all of whom live in Beechworth. The

to move to town on the basis of the

brand tourism focus however means

accommodation, cafés and restaurants

education provided. The secondary

that the image of Beechworth is

sector is providing opportunities for

school has a fairly high intake for 2006.

anything but bohemian, and the cultural

casual employment. Creating and

An important issue that should be

face of Beechworth is becoming more

maintaining the ‘premier brand’, which

noted is that some of the children have

sophisticated. Several international

is successfully attracting tourists, requires

a father in prison and their families are

artists now reside in the community and

highly skilled and competent staff. La

struggling. People are generally unaware

a centre of music excellence is being

Trobe University (locally and at Wodonga

that some children are attending school

developed in collaboration with La Trobe

and Mt Buller) has responded to this

without breakfast or food for the day,

University. The annual Opera on the

need by providing courses in tourism and

and more than half of the children have

Green is part of this developing vision

hospitality, but there is an ongoing need

needed some social intervention to help

and culture.

for greater connection between training

them cope.

Unlike many small towns, Beechworth

Given the regional location of La Trobe

has a highly active arts council, which

University in Wodonga (Beechworth

aims to develop, foster and promote all

campus does not offer courses), access

types of artistic expression. It also has

to tertiary education is excellent. It is also

a theatre company that puts on local

and the potential labour force in this
sector. Again many people employed in
this sector may not live in Beechworth,
instead commuting from outside the
town.
Services and facilities
Beechworth is not noted for being an
important service centre because of its
proximity to Albury–Wodonga, where
most services are within an hour’s drive.
Indeed, the chief executive officer of
Indigo Shire stated that ‘our whole shire
is very much a dormitory of Albury–
Wodonga’.

Cultural facilities

highly valued by the community because

performances and is claiming to have

children can attend university while

a growing regular audience,

continuing to live at home, providing a

some of which are tourists seeking

significant cost saving.

a local experience.

Recreation facilities

Key infrastructure

Beechworth is apparently not a ‘sporting’

The community of Beechworth is

town. While cricket struggles to get

subject to blackouts, particularly in

numbers, netball has four teams and

stormy weather, but this issue is being

hockey is very strong. Roller hockey

addressed. The water supply and quality

ceased with the sale of the prison

in Beechworth is very high—the rainfall

because teams used to play there, and

and location of Beechworth (being at
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the top of a catchment with no towns
up-stream) has meant an abundance

Club of Beechworth, an active group

of water even though there were some

for women who are, intend to be, or

concerns expressed about the reality

have been in the workforce

of the situation in light of expanding

• the Beechworth Chamber of

developments. A new water plant was

Commerce, which aims to promote

completed 12 months ago and waste

and develop business, industry and

water is based on a gravity system.

tourism to maximise long term

According to the chief executive officer

economic benefits for Beechworth and

of the Indigo Shire, telecommunications

surrounding districts

in Beechworth are a ‘pain in the neck’.
The community has explored many
avenues including satellite links, but the
cost is the real issue for businesses. This
issue is far from resolved.

• the Beechworth Theatre Company
Inc., a group that welcomes all ages
and levels of creative, production and
administration skills
• the Beechworth Health Service’s

Community services and

Planned Activity Group, which provides

organisations

care and friendship, and gives carers’

Beechworth has a full array of
community services and organisations.
Some of particular interest that may
distinguish Beechworth from similar
towns include:
• the Beechworth Arts Council, which
aims to develop, foster, maintain,
coordinate, promote and provide
facilities for all types of artistic
expression. Activities include life
drawing, cafe concert series, outdoor
artists expositions and working artists
open studios
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• the Business and Professional Women’s

some respite. The program is available
to adults living in the communities of
Beechworth, Stanley and Wooragee
who have an age-related frailness
or disability and who meet HACC
eligibility criteria.

Key changes, 1987–2005
In 1988, the Beechworth community was
concerned that:
• the local economy and community
were too heavily dependent on public
institutions. The economy and the
community had significantly changed
by the time of this follow-up study,
and Beechworth could no longer be
described as a ‘government town’,
even though it continues to host a
number of government institutions
• the deinstitutionalisation of Mayday
Hills patients would pose problems
for the community. By 2005, the
handful of ex-patients still living in the
community are well known and cared
for by the community
• the town lacked a tourism
development strategy. The Indigo
Shire Council, in collaboration with
the community, has since developed a
detailed and coherent tourism strategy.
Its effective implementation and the
engagement of local people is readily
observable

• businesses in Beechworth were under

• there was a lack of employment

severe competitive pressure from

and education opportunities for

regional centres. There is still concern

young people, which contributed

that local people continue to take a

to their continued exodus. La Trobe

large proportion of their shopping and

and Charles Sturt Universities have

service needs to Albury–Wodonga.

established within the region since

While the retail services in Beechworth

1988, increasing access to tertiary

are highly sophisticated to meet

education, but according to a study

the wealthy tourist trade, there is

undertaken by the Beechworth

concern that it does not reflect the

Community Welfare Committee in

needs of local people. The aim of

2004, ‘young people saw living in

creating a ‘premier’ quality brand for

Beechworth as a liability because

Beechworth, however, has been very

of the perceptions of other young

effective in attracting visitors and

people in the region, who associated

giving it a competitive advantage in

Beechworth with drug and alcohol

the regional tourism stakes

issues’. Young people also felt that

• regional planning controls were

the focus on tourism and the historic

counterproductive to the development

environment occurred to the exclusion

needs of Beechworth. The recent

of their broader needs. The report

sale by the State Government of

concluded that ‘young people of

the historic Beechworth prison site

Beechworth have demonstrated they

to an unknown person is causing

are sophisticated social commentators

concern for its development and the

with a keen understanding of the

development process.

fundamental tenets that underlie
their feelings of connection to the
community. Their need to be heard
should be placed firmly on the agenda
for all sectors of the community’.
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Current key issues
Local retail could be stronger if people

There is a need to balance growth

Beechworth must continue to make

shopped locally. One retailer pointed out

with the maintenance of the local

more of its cultural assets. The

that only 15 per cent of his business is

environment, lifestyle and identity as the

community has been transformed and

local and another 55 per cent comes

community changes and the demand for

continues to change as new people

from visitors, which he felt wasn’t a

more affordable housing increases.

arrive, new businesses begin and the

healthy position. By responding to such
demand, are retailers providing for local
needs or are they more focused on the
tourist trade?

is very costly for both council and
businesses. At this stage there is no
question concerning the continuation of

The declining availability of long term

the current development strategy, but

rental accommodation due to an increase

the balancing act is well understood by

in the purchase of properties as B&Bs,

both council and businesses.

often by distant landlords, is recognised
as a significant issue for Beechworth.
Beechworth is home to a group of
people who are socially and economically
challenged, which does not balance with
the feeling of prosperity and progress in
the town.
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Maintaining the ‘premier’ quality brand

region develops. The growing community
of artists and the ‘creative class’ could
be further explored in Beechworth’s
development planning.

11 Stanhope
Prepared by Dr. Jerry Courvisanos, Centre for Regional Innovation and Competitiveness,
University of Ballarat

Introduction
Stanhope was described in the

The 1988 study also noted that

The Stanhope Cooperative Dairy

original 1988 small towns study as a

Stanhope faced a range of issues and

Company (SCDC) opened its factory in

manufacturing and service centre for

concerns about its ongoing viability,

the town in 1923, becoming the hub of

an important irrigated dairying district.

including its narrow dairying economic

town and setting the scene for what is

According to 2001 Census data, the

base, strong competition from larger

Stanhope’s centre of economic activity

role of manufacturing based on the

service centres, constraints on residential

today. Competition for milk supplies

dairy processing plant has remained

growth due to lack of facilities, and

began in 1948 and ultimately saw

significant. The same data reveals that

closure of V/Line freight services. This

management decision making move

this plant also continues to service the

update identifies that essentially the

from the town and the formation of

dairy farms in the district and provide

same concerns remain.

Bonlac Foods Limited.

significant jobs for these farms.
The original study noted the importance
of service clubs and other voluntary
organisations in providing ‘community
capacity building’ to build and fund
local facilities and amenities such as a
community hall and a swimming pool.
The recently established Stanhope and
District Development Committee seems
to be providing a similar function today
for ‘soft’, or information technology
infrastructure for business development
and information-based transactions.

Background
Stanhope’s origins can be traced back
to the 1840s gold rush. Initially called
Lauderdale, the area quickly took on the
name of the train station—Stanhope—
after it opened in 1919 to service
the soldier settlement, a joint British,
Australian and Victorian Government

Unlike most country towns, Stanhope
had no hotel because the sale of alcohol
was prohibited on soldier settlement
areas until after the Second World War.
Only in 1962 was a permit granted for
a hotel, leading to the opening of the
Stanhope Hotel–Motel on the outskirts
of town.

initiative that enabled the establishment
of irrigated dairy farms. The town centre
grew from one school house, then the
memorial hall, followed by its first store
in 1920.
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Location and township role
Stanhope is situated in the Goulburn

immediately after the Second World War.

Stanhope remains a focal point for the

Valley region of north-central Victoria. In

The pattern of slow decline continued

surrounding community and farmers

1988, Stanhope was part of the Shire of

after 1988 as bank branches were shut,

from the district. The strong sporting

Waranga, with shire offices 16 kilometres

public authorities became regionalised

tradition is supported by excellent

south in Rushworth. Local government

and moved out of the town (water,

sporting facilities. With four churches,

amalgamations in 1993–94 resulted in

electricity and rural affairs), and the

a public hall, primary school and

a much larger Shire of Campaspe being

accommodation, cafés and restaurants

kindergarten, police station, Country

created. The municipal shire offices are

sector declined from 11 employed in

Fire Authority station, senior citizens

now based in Echuca, more than 45

1996 to nil in 2001. Data from the 2001

club and community health centre, the

kilometres away.

Census also noted a stable retail trade of

town provides significant services for

33 employed in 1981 and again in 2001.

the district’s community. The community

A strong determination by the Stanhope

has published a book on the history

business owners and the SCDC to turn

of Stanhope and has also produced a

this decline around has seen a significant

brochure to encourage people to live in

upturn in economic activity since 2001.

the town.

While the 1988 study noted that the
town’s location off the main highway
limits its potential as a centre for passing
vehicle trade and stopovers, it also
recognised its decline as a service centre,
compared with what was prevailing
Figure 11.1 Location of Stanhope
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Moira Shire

Echuca
Ouyen
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Stanhope
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Swifts Creek

Camperdown
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Lockington

Greater Shepparton City

Kyabram
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Rochester

Mooroopna

Merrigum
Girgarre

Shepparton
Tatura

Greater Bendigo City

Stanhope

Arcadia Dow ns
Kialla West

Elmore

Colbinabbin
Goornong

Rushw orth
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Huntly

Strathbogie Shire
Bendigo

E

Axedale

Source: Department of Sustainability and Environment
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Nagambie

Population levels and trends
Population trends for Stanhope have

Table 11.1 Population numbers in Stanhope and Rushworth, 1976–2001

shown significant movement. The period
1976–81 reveals a clear population

Locality

1976

1981

1986

1991

1996

2001

decline of 61 people (Table 11.1) at an

Stanhope

600

539

520

551

565

514

average annual rate of 1.19 per cent
every year, followed by stability in the

Rushworth

1,020

994

948

1012

976

1,001

1980s (Table 11.2). The early 1990s

Balance of
Campaspe

n.a.

28,966

29,053

30,767

31,779

33,096

30,499

30,521

32,330

33,320

34,611

saw a small increase (0.5 per cent per
year), followed by a significant decline
of 51 people (-1.9 per cent per year)
in the late 1990s. In contrast with the
Shire of Campaspe, which has shown
continual growth since 1976, Stanhope
experienced a 14.3 per cent population

Total

Source: Henshall Hansen and Associates report 1988, p. 181 (for 1976 figures); Department of
Sustainability and Environment, Towns in Time data. (for remaining figures).

Table 11.2 Population growth in Stanhope and Rushworth, 1981–2001

decline between 1976 and 2001.

1981–91

Population levels and trends followed

1991–96

1996–2001

1981–2001

Average annual rate of change %

a similar pattern for Rushworth in the

Locality

1970s and 1980s, but this decline was

Stanhope

0.2

0.5

–1.9

–0.2

Rushworth

0.2

–0.7

0.5

0.0

reversed in the late 1990s.
Table 11.3 reveals an interesting shift
in the gender pattern towards males
in Stanhope in the 1990s after a long
period of stability. This possibly reflects

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

Table 11.3 Population summary data, 1981–2001

the fact that young females leave the
town for study and work while young
males are more likely to find work in
farming or in manual jobs around town.
Older females who remain after their
husbands pass away only marginally
readjust this gender balance. Another
point of interest is the stability of the
population, with 66 per cent of the
population in 1981 and 2001 living at
the same address as in the previous
census. The rank in population size,
from 180th to 224th in Victoria, reflects
not only the declining population of the
town, but also the increased number of
towns attracting population growth.

1981

1986

1991

1996

2001

539

520

551

565

514

11

14

10

14

9

2

6

0

0

0

49/51

49/51

49/51

52/48

53/47

Population living at same
address five years ago

356

319

324

359

341

Proportion of LGA*
population (%)

1.8

1.7

1.7

1.7

1.5

Rank by population size

180

191

197

197

224

Total population
Visitors on census night
Population in non-private
dwellings
Male/female population ratio

Source: Department of Sustainability and Environment, Towns in Time data.
* LGA=local government area.
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Table 11.4 shows that the ageing of the

times its 1981 figure. In 2001, people

population evident in small inland rural

aged 50 years and older made up over

communities is reflected in Stanhope.

37 per cent of Stanhope’s population.

Of concern is the virtual disappearance

This figure is significantly higher than

by 2001 of the 0–4 and 18–24 year age

for the same three groups in the Shire

groups, well below the percentages for

of Campaspe (32.2 per cent,) and in

regional Victoria. All four age groups

regional Victoria (30.8 per cent).

from 0–34 years experienced decline in
Stanhope during 1981–2001, whereas
the four age groups from 35 years
onwards increased, especially the oldest
age group (75+ years), which grew 2.4

Table 11.4 Age structure of the Stanhope population, 1981–2001
Age

1981

1986

1991

1996

2001

groupyears

Change

Victoria

1981–2001

2001
No.

%

No.

%

No.

%

No.

%

No.

%

%

0–4

40

7.4

35

6.8

46

8.3

44

7.8

24

4.6

6.7

–16

–0.4

5–17

141

26.2

116

22.4

110

19.9

98

17.3

107

20.8

20.3

–34

–0.2

18–24

43

8.0

49

9.5

43

7.8

36

6.4

21

4.1

7.9

–22

–0.5

25–34

66

12.2

70

13.5

79

14.3

85

15.1

46

8.9

12.2

–20

–0.3

35–49

112

20.8

107

20.7

111

20.1

107

18.9

125

24.3

22.1

13

0.1

50–59

56

10.4

59

11.4

62

11.3

77

13.7

63

12.3

12.0

7

0.1

60–74

65

12.1

60

11.6

77

13.9

79

14.0

90

17.5

12.1

25

0.4

75+

16

3.0

22

4.3

24

4.4

38

6.8

39

7.5

6.7

23

1.4

Total

539

100

520

100

551

100

565

100

514

100

100

–25

–0.1

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

No. av. % p.a.

Although the decreasing population was

than in the past. There are few part

by 27 per cent. Murchison, being only

not an issue for residents, the ageing of

time jobs in the town and sport is the

a slightly smaller town than Stanhope

the population and the ‘loss’ of young

only viable interest for youth, a situation

in 1976, has continued to grow,

females was noted as a concern. A

consistent with smaller rural communities

experiencing a 20 per cent increase.

clearly ‘can-do’ community where people

throughout Australia over the last 20

Stanhope, Girgarre, Rushworth and

‘...do it themselves if they want to get

years. The reduction in small farms and

Elmore have all seen their populations

something...’ comes under stress as it

the growing need for higher credentials

decline. By contrast, Shepparton has

progressively ages. The ageing of the

has, however, exacerbated the tendency

seen a 1 per cent average annual

population also places more stress on

for youth to leave, especially from towns

increase for the period 1981–2001,

fewer people to volunteer for activities

with only a primary school.

a 23 per cent increase, or 5,372 new

such as making grant applications for
public funding.

Table 11.5 confirms the already
established pattern of population growth

Children attending Stanhope’s primary

in the large towns of the district. The

school divide equally between going to

larger towns, which had grown between

Kyabram High School and the smaller

1976 and 1981, continued to grow

P-12 Rushworth school. In 2006, eight

in 2001. Kyabram saw an 8 per cent

will go to each of the two high schools,

increase, while Tatura increased by

making youth significantly more mobile

11.5 per cent and Tongala increased

entrants. Echuca, the local government
service centre, experienced a 1.6 per
cent average annual increase for the
same period, demonstrating the ‘sponge
effect’ (soaking up population from the
smaller towns) of larger regional cities.

Table 11.5 Population levels in Stanhope and other towns in the district, 1976–2001
Town

Number of people

Change (1981–2001)

1976

1981

1986

1991

1996

2001

No.

av. % p.a.

Stanhope

600

539

520

551

565

514

–25

–0.2

Girgarre

283

268

265

232

209

214

–54

–1.0

Rushworth

1,020

994

948

1012

976

1001

7

–0.1

Kyabram

5,122

5,414

5,342

5,540

5,738

5,534

120

0.1

Tatura

2,630

2,697

2,702

2,778

2,826

2,931

234

0.4

Tongala

928

994

1,044

1,065

1,164

1,179

185

0.9

Murchison

559

596

593

660

633

672

76

0.6

Elmore

715

691

698

749

662

665

–26

–0.2

Source: Henshall Hansen and Associates report 1988, p. 183; Department of Sustainability and Environment, Towns in Time data.
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Property values for these towns over

Table 11.6 Property values—median house prices, 1994 and 2004

the last 10 years further emphasise
1994

the difference between Stanhope and
nearby towns. Table 11.6 shows that
Stanhope experienced a 41 per cent rise

Change

$

%

in median house prices between 1994

Stanhope

80,000

112,500

40.6

and 2005, while Murchison (similar in

Murchison

80,500

138,000

71.4

Nagambie

58,000

73,500

26.7

Rushworth

59,250

133,000

124.5

Shepparton

100,000

199,000

99.0

88,000

182,000

106.8

size) had a 71 per cent rise. Stanhope’s
property values are falling behind towns
such as Murchison, Rushworth (which
had property values well below it in
1994), Shepparton and Tatura.
Reasons for the population decline
include productivity increases through
technological change, larger farm
size and fewer farms; less jobs in
town; higher education required
for jobs; the attraction of urban
culture; car dependence allowing
more mobility away from town and
reducing Stanhope’s catchment area;
regionalisation of services away from
Stanhope; and natural decrease.
Stanhope’s changing demographics
threaten to weaken its viability as a
central focus for the community.
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Town

2004

Tatura

Source: Waranga News, 22 September 2005, p. 6, citing 2004 report of the
Victorian Valuer-General.

Labour force and employment patterns
The original study noted the largely

of all employment in Stanhope) and

residents (26.5 per cent). Only two of

stable labour force situation for

112 workers in early 2005. With

the 25 managers live in the town. The

Stanhope, and the update statistics

Nestlé’s Tongala plant having closed in

current site manager is based in Wynyard

(Table 11.7) confirms the same stable

September 2005, the new Bonlac owners

(Tasmania) whereas in 1988 the plant

pattern through to 2001. This stable

(Fonterra) confirmed they would take

manager lived in the town. The 1988

employment level makes up a larger

over Nestlé’s milk suppliers’ contracts,

study noted that 17 employees lived in

proportion (from 35 to 41 per cent) of

thus increasing the volume of milk into

Girgarre, whereas only two now come

the decreasing population of the town.

Bonlac. The Bonlac plant hired another

from that town. The dispersion is much

There is minimal unemployment because

20 workers in September 2005 to cover

wider in 2005; with 24 from Kyabram,

anyone who wants a job must leave the

this increased volume of milk processing

17 from Rushworth, 11 from Tatura, six

town to go to large centres where jobs

to a record 2.4 million litres. Despite

each from Tongala and Rochester, and

can be found. In 2001, the participation

the larger production levels, productivity

another seven from other nearby towns.

rate of 55 per cent is significantly lower

increases through technological change

than that of the Campaspe Shire (62 per

have required fewer employees than 20

cent) and regional Victoria (61 per cent),

years ago.

indicating an ageing population that is

Management personnel tend to live
further away, with 20 in the SheppartonMooroopna urban areas and another

Whereas 95 of the plant jobs were filled

four in Echuca. Urban cultural attractions

by Stanhope residents in 1988 (51 per

of the larger towns have created serious

Bonlac employed 185 workers in

cent of all Bonlac jobs), in late 2005

leakage of Bonlac employment away

1987 (accounting for 60 per cent

only 35 jobs were filled by Stanhope

from the Stanhope district community.

‘not in the labour force’.

Table 11.7 Labour force status of Stanhope residents, 1981–2001
1981

Employed (no.)

1986

1991

1996

2001

1986–2001

Regional

change %

Victoria 2001

206

217

225

196

210

4

558,876

15

16

15

28

9

–6

44,711

Not in labour force (no.)

170

161

178

213

180

10

386,020

Unemployment rate (%)

6.8

6.9

6.3

12.6

4.2

–3.0

7.4

56.5

59.2

57.3

51.3

55.0

–1.5

61.0

Unemployed (no.)

Participation rate (%)

Source: Department of Sustainability and Environment, Towns in Time data.
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Table 11.8 Employment by industry

The original study also noted that

Agriculture and retailing provided the

Bonlac was not an attraction for school

only other significant employment

sector for resident Stanhope labour

leavers in the town or the district, and

sources of around 15 per cent (31

force, 1981–2001

this observation has become far more

and 33 people respectively) in 2001.

significant in 2005. In fact, the Bonlac

Agriculture is up from 11 per cent

laboratory is finding it difficult to attract

in 1976, but about the same as in

degree-qualified microbiologists from

1986. Regional Victoria has seen a

Melbourne, resulting in an ‘attraction

decrease in the proportion of people

Agriculture, forestry & fishing

squeeze’ problem from both ends of the

employed in agriculture over this period

Mining

plant employment skill scale.

(to 11.5 per cent in 2001), whereas

Table 11.8 shows that 35 per cent of
the 2001 Stanhope resident labour
force was employed in manufacturing
(mostly at Bonlac). This is more than
double that of regional Victoria (at 14
per cent), and emphasises the strong
manufacturing base of the town.

Employment by industry

Manufacturing

the Campaspe Shire has a strong but
declining agricultural base, with nearly

Electricity, gas & water supply

21 per cent in 2001 (down from 34 per

Construction

cent in 1981). Technological changes in
agriculture are altering the nature of this

Wholesale trade

employment, which is having significant

Retail trade

effects on Stanhope.

Accommodation, cafes & restaurants

While similar percentages were noted
for 1976 and 1986, absolute numbers

Transport & storage

in manufacturing employment have

Communication

decreased from 90 in 1981 to 74 in
2001, a trend that has continued into

Finance & insurance

2005 despite the 20 new staff at Bonlac

Property & business services

(Table 11.9).

Government admin. & defence
Education
Health & community services
Cultural & recreational services
Personal & other services
Total
Source: Department of Sustainability and
Environment, Towns in Time data.
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1981

1986

1991

1996

2001

Regional Victoria 2001

No.

%

No.

%

No.

%

No.

%

No.

%

No.

%

19

9.4

31

14.1

29

13.0

18

9.1

31

14.8

64,286

11.5

0

0.0

0

0.0

0

0.0

0

0.0

0

0.0

2,224

0.4

90

43.7

81

37.4

77

34.3

80

40.6

74

35.4

76,629

13.7

6

2.8

5

2.4

4

1.9

7

3.4

0

0.0

6,360

1.1

7

3.3

8

3.9

8

3.7

12

6.3

15

7.2

38,181

6.8

11

5.5

10

4.4

28

12.5

8

4.0

19

9.1

25,201

4.5

33

16.0

36

16.5

25

11.1

18

9.1

33

15.8

87,531

15.7

7

3.3

3

1.5

6

2. 8

11

5.7

0

0.0

27,993

5.0

3

1.7

3

1.5

4

1.9

3

1.7

3

1.4

19,838

3.6

0

0.0

0

0.0

0

0.0

7

3.4

0

0.0

7,179

1.3

5

2.2

8

3.9

5

2.3

0

0.0

0

0.0

11,269

2.0

0

0.0

0

0.0

7

3.2

3

1.7

0

0.0

37,684

6.7

5

2.2

3

1.5

4

1.9

0

0.0

3

1.4

18,834

3.4

9

4.4

14

6.3

11

5.1

10

5.2

12

5.7

43,072

7.7

8

3.9

8

3.9

15

6.5

16

8.0

16

7.7

61,880

11.1

3

1.7

3

1.5

0

0.0

0

0.0

0

0.0

11,428

2.0

0

0.0

3

1.5

0

0.0

3

1.7

3

1.4

19,286

3.5

206

100.0

217

100.0

225

100.0

196

100.0

210

100.0

558,875

100.0
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Retailing employment numbers in

Table 11.9 reveals a small reduction in

evident in 1988 is present in 2005: the

1981 were the same as for 2001, with

retail trade employment between the

one police officer still does not live in

percentages similar to regional Victoria

two surveys. Regionalisation of State

town, community health is provided

and Campaspe. Cultural and recreational

Government services and local council

by the Kyabram and District Health

services fell to zero in 2001 (from more

amalgamations have reduced public

Services through regular visits by medical

than three in the 1980s), but health

sector employment in these two areas,

professionals, there is only one basic

and community services has risen from

from about 25 jobs to zero. And the

hotel–motel with six rooms, and one

around eight jobs in the 1980s to 16 in

same ‘lower order‘ service delivery focus

takeaway/café with a basic menu.

2001. Because the survey of employment
did not reveal whether residents
employed in health and community

Table 11.9 Estimated employment by equivalent full time position (EFT)

services worked in town, we can only

located in Stanhope township, January 1988 and November 2005

conclude that they are employed in
larger towns in the district.

Organisation

1988

2005

185

132

Retailing (11 shops in 1988; 12 shops in 2005)

35

30

Primary school & kindergarten

10

10

2-3

1

Police

1

1

Local government

5

0

Rural Water Commission

18

0

Other*

55

59

310

233

Table 11.9 shows significantly lower
actual employment in Stanhope 18
years on, irrespective of whether or not
they are Stanhope residents. In fact,
73.5 per cent of Bonlac employees
are not Stanhope residents. Although
Bonlac uses some of the town’s services,
there appear to be weak multiplier
effects from Bonlac employees in terms
of economic activity of the town, a
significant change from the situation
prior to 1988.
The limited pool of skilled labour in
Stanhope was evident in the number
of positions occupied by residents from
nearby (usually larger) towns. This is
the case not only for Bonlac and the
knackery; the nurse at the community
health centre and the four-day-a-week
pharmacy assistant live in Kyabram, 15
minutes from Stanhope. The two bakers
and other full time staff at the café also
reside in neighbouring towns.
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Employment EFT

Bonlac

Health centre

Total

Source: Henshall Hansen and Associates report 1988, p. 186; anecdotal reports received
in September and November 2005.
* ‘Other’ is explained in the 1988 study only as ‘includes hotel/motel, offices, post office, etc’.
The November 2005 survey included the following EFT employment in ‘Other’:
• the knackery—39 including owner
• the hotel–motel—five including owner
• concrete products—four including owner
• engineering works—seven including husband and wife owners as two
• the post office—one including husband and wife owners as one
• the motor mechanic—one self employed
• electrical appliances service—one self employed
• a plumber and gasfitter—one self employed.

Major jobs growth in Australia between

Another nationwide labour force trend

1988 and 2005 has been in small

reflected in Stanhope is the increase

business self employment, influenced

in part time, casual and seasonal

by a relative decline in public sector

employment. Many women seek such

employment and a rising demand

off-farm employment to supplement

for personal services (Schaper and

lower incomes from drought and debt-

Volery 2004, p. 87). This trend is also

ridden dairy farms, and some men work

reflected in Stanhope. Many of the

across a broad rural district on various

retail and service businesses in the town

seasonal jobs, making employment

are worked by the owner(s) who are

estimates complex.

counted as ‘employed’. This also makes
it hard to calculate numbers employed,
for example, a wife-and-husband team
has recently bought the Stanhope Post
Office franchise, running it together
(with an older child) while sharing the
workload, which may at times be equal
to one EFT or to three EFTs. Some of the
self employment services not counted in
2005 include:

Of Bonlac’s 132 employees, between
22 and 25 are seasonal and another six
are casual. Stanhope’s retailing sector
has approximately 18 people who work
part time, including spouses of the
business owners. The hotel has eight
casual workers, while the knackery has
a further 12 seasonal workers at peak
times (August–October). The pharmacy
and community health centre operate

• Bowtech Bowen Therapy

with one staff working four days and

• Tara Jukebox Hire

another working one day. The concrete

• Potter-ing Around (a recently started
carpenter/handyman)
• Lynzbar (local wine and cheese
tasting/sales).

products business has three casual
employees who work a full five-day
week. The Stanhope Business Centre has
a person working six hours a week and
two volunteers work at the Friends of St.
Matthew’s Stanhope opportunity shop.
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Household income
The proportion of residents in the second

Table 11.10 Household income of Stanhope residents, 1981–2001

household income quartile has risen
since 1986 but the proportions in the

Household income %

1981

1986

1991

1996

2001

higher income third and fourth quartiles

1st quartile (lowest)

32.4

36.9

32.5

33.3

33.0

a shift from higher to lower income

2nd quartile

35.9

22.2

25.7

30.2

31.5

groups. This pattern is not consistent

3rd quartile

18.1

26.4

30.1

26.4

23.5

4th quartile (highest)

13.6

14.5

11.7

10.2

12.0

have decreased, perhaps indicating

with regional Victoria and Campaspe,
where the proportion in the fourth
(highest) income quartile is about four
percentage points higher. These figures
do, however, support the fact that there
are less professionals employed in the
town.
Some concerns were noted about
itinerant low income or unemployed
people in the town who are attracted to
very cheap rental accommodation and
who do not form links to the community.
Table 11.10 reveals, however, that such
people statistically did not seem to have
contributed to an increase in the lowest
income quartile in 2001 compared with
1981.
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Source: Department of Sustainability and Environment, Towns in Time data.

Town-based business
The 1988 study raised concerns about

and there are still some lower-order

husband-wife owners), down from a

the strong competition for retailing trade

retail activities such as the opportunity

peak of ten prior to the drought. All

from large shopping centres, especially

shop and an old garage. The town has

three businesses provide a small healthy

Kyabram and Shepparton. The attractive

poor signage on the Midland Highway

diversity to the economic base.

location and streetscape of Stanhope

and no sign on the Hume Highway

was a positive for town visits and the

(unlike the other major towns of the

Dairy industry situation

original study recommended town

same size or larger, which have large

The 1988 study identified irrigated

traders to be ‘ever vigilant for market

signage at the turn-off on the Goulburn

dairy farming, associated processing

opportunities’ and improve signage for

Valley Highway). While clearly not a

and support services as the narrow

the town on the Midland Highway. The

tourist town, Stanhope still needs to be

economic base upon which Stanhope

earlier study ignored other businesses

recognised as a significant service town.

was dependent. With such little diversity,

within the town’s precinct, notably the
hotel–motel, the knackery, and the
concrete products and pump engineering
businesses.

Hotels in most small towns serve as a
centre for informal and formal meetings,
but Stanhope’s unassuming 1960s-style
hotel–motel one kilometre west of the

the town had little protection from the
adverse effects of changes in prices,
weather and technological change. This
same narrow economic base continues
to exist today.

As at November 2005, the town centre

town does not fill this community role.

businesses consisted of a post office, a

Very few Stanhope residents regularly

Drought conditions that persisted for

newsagency, a butcher, a supermarket,

patronise the one hotel; local business

about seven years up until early 2004

a hair salon, a fruit and vegetable shop,

travellers, lower income single males,

had a significant impact on Australia’s

a hardware store, a chemist, a café/

and mixed youth from nearby towns

farming sector. In the Stanhope district

bakery, a gift shop, a motor mechanic,

form the core customers. The owner

the drought has resulted in heavy debt

and an opportunity shop. Together with

is introducing activities such as live

burdens on small farms have led to two

three other businesses away from the

music and pool competitions, the latter

contemporary situations. One is the

town centre, Stanhope Motors, the

attracting youth from Rushworth to the

consolidation into larger dairy farms; the

hotel–motel and a petrol/tyre service

hotel and eschewing the two ‘Rushy

other is selling the farms as horse studs,

centre, Stanhope businesses provide a

pubs‘. If successfully developed, these

which require much less water and less

basic lower-order commercial centre that

initiatives could be another way of

daily management. Along with these

has not altered much since 1988. The

broadening the narrow economic base of

developments comes the widespread

town has, however, seen a recovery in

Stanhope.

selling-off of irrigation water rights,

town business from a significant decline
registered in the 1996 Census. Most
businesses have undergone considerable
change since the depth of the mid
1990s, town decline and subsequent
drought conditions. Their innovative and
entrepreneurial efforts provide the town
with a sense of vitality.

The second largest knackery in Victoria,
with 39 full time and 12 seasonal
workers, lies just south-west of the town.
A business producing concrete pipes and
doors for pipes lies a little further to the
west, with three virtually full time casuals
and the owner all living in Stanhope. The
small efficient engineering works, which

About 25 per cent of the town’s retail

services many dairy farms with pumps,

floor space remains vacant (as in 1987)

has seven full time staff (including

some for short term speculation. The
relationship between the town and farms
will be changed permanently as these
trends continue. Broad acre farming (or
grazing) and large managed dairy farms
allow owners greater mobility than in the
past, with less need to visit Stanhope as
a service centre.
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Bonlac underwent a major restructure

The Bonlac factory has no public outlet

the role of Fonterra to be developed in

in 2004 to help reduce costs and the

and the previous management prevented

terms of corporate social responsibility.

effects of the drought on milk supplies,

any local sales of its cheeses. This

The company may be willing to support

preparing the way for a takeover by

market opportunity was recognised by a

the primary school, the business centre

Fonterra. An agreement by Fonterra with

member of the SCDC, who has decided

and local businesses, or even forge

Nestlé will allow more milk supplies into

to start up a business selling local cheese

sporting links such as Ford and Geelong

the Stanhope plant, which should help

and wine to tourists. This venture will

have with AFL football, and Phillips

bring the plant closer to full capacity.

provide a new way to promote Bonlac’s

Electronics-PSV and the Dutch town of

Significant refurbishment investment

dairy products.

Eindhoven have with the famous PSV-

is also being committed by the new
owners. Thus, the fears of Stanhope
residents that Bonlac would close have
been replaced by a very modern plant
operating at near full capacity, albeit
with significantly fewer employees.

Bonlac is supporting the publication of
About town, the Stanhope Business
Centre’s monthly newsletter. Both the
cheese and wine bar, and the newsletter
are developments that are encouraging
signs of how the town and the dairy
processor can develop a stronger
relationship for the benefit of both
parties. There is also an opportunity for
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Eindhoven soccer team.

Community services
The Shire of Campaspe was formed

The primary school and kindergarten

With the development of electronic

10 years ago, moving the shire offices

have a combined management,

information technology, the community

from Rushworth (16 kilometres away)

a situation that arose when the

was initially concerned about being

to Echuca (around 45 kilometres away).

kindergarten could not get a teacher

locked into Shepparton in terms of

Shire services include a kindergarten,

and was under threat of closure. The

internet service providers. The SCDC

a senior citizens centre, a library

kindergarten teacher works both at

brought broadband services into town.

depot, nursing visits, and seed funding

the kinder and at the school, allowing

It also established the Stanhope Business

for community projects. The shire

flexibility in management and a career

Centre under the Rural Transaction

community development officer provides

structure for the teacher. This has created

Centre federal government initiative,

the major link to the town for these

its own unique market opportunity. With

which provides many electronic-based

services, but there are major concerns

no kinder in nearby Girgarre, parents

courses and services on the back of an

that this far southern part of the shire

bring their children into Stanhope. With

impressive bank of seven computers

is being neglected. The new larger

a good strong school program and the

in the former National Australia Bank

shire should be able to deliver better

desire of Girgarre children to remain

building.

municipal services.

with their Stanhope kinder friends, the

Local residents feel that basic local
government services are generally
well conducted but the broader shire
responsibilities were much more

Girgarre parents are increasingly enrolling
their children at the primary school,
thus extending its catchment area and
ensuring its survival.

Public transport is still a problem with an
infrequent and poorly patronised service.
While all the banks have left the town,
the SCDC is attempting to establish
an on-line agency of the Bendigo

problematic. It has been difficult to

The primary school had 110 students

Community Bank at the Business Centre.

gain support for a caravan wayside

in the late 1980s and 148 in the late

All four churches have no resident clergy

stopover on the highway into town;

1990s prior to the drought. It has now

and in September 2005 the Uniting

there have been difficulties with new

stabilised at around 105 students,

Church ceased conducting services in

curbing and draining of residential

with 14 attending kindergarten. The

Stanhope.

blocks; and there has been a slow

school is well resourced with excellent

response to representation for VicTrack

new toilets4, laptops in all rooms and

land to be released for residential and

good playground facilities. The pull

recreation purposes. The Stanhope

of a Melbourne university education

Community Plan set up by the shire

is strong for school leavers, who only

in late May 2005 seems to be at

occasionally visit the district after

odds with the SCDC, providing little

they leave. To counter this situation,

synergies or close connections. The

the Greater Shepparton City Council

shire has taken its ‘shire-wide’ approach

recently distributed a brochure to

into Stanhope without recognising

schools throughout the Goulburn

the town’s institutions, culture and

Valley highlighting the costs associated

developments. There also appears to be

with higher education in Melbourne,

no clear monitoring and evaluation of

and identifying the benefits of higher

the community plan based on an explicit

education in the Goulburn Valley

implementation schedule.

stretching from Bendigo to Shepparton.

The Age recently published a study of small towns and
found that the state of primary school toilets is a very
good guide to the state of small rural communities.

4
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Community development
Since the 1988 study, there is evidence

A sign of the ageing population is the

level, the Stanhope Business Centre

that the community has continued to

collapse of three of Stanhope’s four

produced About Town; a monthly

act as the major force in the town’s

service clubs since 1988. The elderly

newsletter covering business-related

development. The Stanhope Chamber of

volunteers will not be able to continue

matters specifically for Stanhope. This

Commerce and Industry has made strong

to maintain important services for the

diverse range of media should be

representations in a number of inquires

community indefinitely, thus alternative

used more actively to further develop

on rural services and has also produced a

models of community development need

Stanhope’s competitive strengths.

colour brochure called Stanhope: a great

to be built. When the Apex club folded,

place to live. The SCDC was set up in

for example, its successful creation of the

April 2002 in response to the impending

annual Stanhope Dairy and Machinery

closure of the one remaining bank.

Field Days was taken over by a

The sporting clubs (bowling, tennis,
swimming, football and cricket) have
been the focal point of much activity and
have exceptional facilities for the size of
the town, some of which are maintained

committee. This is now a major event for
the town and for much of the Goulburn
Valley. The field days have returned more
than $500,000 to the local community
since they began in 1983.

they private or government, have been
a concern for the local community. The
locals have identified administrative
‘red tape’ and regulatory burdens that
diminish their ability to take action.
Whether it is gaining corporate support,
having residential land approved,
applying for grants, or complying with

by funds generated from liquor licences.

Such community developments identify

regulations, the task is often large and

There are 11 grass tennis courts at the

particular ‘competitive strengths’ that

intimidating for an ageing population

club and another two clay courts in the

could help attract visitors to the town.

unfamiliar with global, national and

public reserve, two bowling greens, two

The lack of accommodation, however,

state protocols. More innovative

outdoor netball courts, two Australian

limits this development but the hotel

approaches to bureaucracy are needed

Rules fields (one with clubrooms

owner has indicated that he can

so that environmental, occupational

and grandstand) and one 25-metre

significantly increase the accommodation

and other extreme risk factors can be

swimming pool.

space if the demand becomes evident.

more effectively accommodated with

Local news is provided at three levels.
At the commercial level, there is the
Kyabram Free Press, which comes out
twice a week, with a district news
section including Stanhope. At the
community newspaper level, there is the
Waranga News, based in Rushworth,
which comes out fortnightly with
about 40 pages of district news and
information. At the Stanhope business
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Bureaucracies in large organisations, be

contingency plans that the community
sees as valuable.

The future
The town shows significant signs of

There is some support for opening up

Two other potential developments

ageing, with incremental innovation

further residential land as a supply side

requiring investigation are visitor

attempting to reinvigorate the old

process to development. Considerable

attraction and the establishment of

development process based on the

population growth is forecast by the

new industry. Visitor attraction needs

current narrow economic base. Given the

Department of Sustainability and

to start small and grow with billeting

structural changes in global economics,

Environment for the towns and districts

accommodation, like the start of the

represented by Fonterra, it is a moot

in the Stanhope catchment area.5 An

Port Fairy Folk Festival. A new industry

point whether such reinvigorating

estimated 22,260 new residents are

is much more difficult to attract and

attempts have a long term future. They

expected to locate there by the year

could raise various economic, social

do, however, play a significant role in

2030. Many of these new residents

and environmental issues. Some sort

providing much needed short to medium

will be seeking accommodation in or

of irrigation-based environmental

term community development.

close to the main settlements including

industry may be an option. Government

Shepparton, Echuca and Kyabram,

programs have been few and

but there may be commuter/dormitory

have tended to favour incremental

opportunities for a small town like

developments that have not altered

Stanhope. The attraction of Stanhope

the direction, structure and dynamics

includes cheap residential land ($40,000

of the town. State Government needs

per lot compared with $75–90,000

to encourage and support more radical

per lot in Kyabram, $100,000 in Tatura

innovations in the context of Stanhope

and $120,000 in Shepparton), natural

and its sustainability, ones that identify

gas and other town amenities, and

competitive strengths in niche areas of

excellent sporting facilities. This approach

visitor attraction and new industries.

In regions such as the Goulburn
Valley, where many small towns are
within close proximity to each other,
innovative developments in one town
can have significant negative effects in
nearby towns. Successful catchment
extension by Stanhope Primary School,
for example, is threatening the viability
of Girgarre Primary School. And with
the closure of its dairy plant, Tongala
is facing the threat of its dairy truck
depot moving to Stanhope, a major gain
for Stanhope but one that will further
weaken the sustainability of Tongala. This
situation points to a future where small
towns will need to identify particular
niche opportunities to survive.

needs to be assessed against the
constraints of the rising cost of petrol,
no ‘greenchange’ opportunity, no high
school, limited interests outside sport,
high social visibility and proximity, and
negative attitudes to non-mainstream
lifestyles.

This catchment includes statistical local areas (SLAs)
for Campaspe–Kyabram; Campaspe–South; Greater
Shepparton–Part B West; Greater Shepparton–Part A; and
part of Campaspe–Rochester SLA.
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Current key issues
• The ageing population and ‘burn-out’

References

of the few people involved is placing

support the town in a more active and

Henshall Hansen and Associates 1988,

pressure on the sustainability of the

responsive manner. They must also be

Study of small towns in Victoria,

strong community action evident since

less bureaucratic and reactive to the

Victorian Department of Agriculture

1988.

town’s needs, and allow more initiative

and Rural Affairs, Melbourne.

• Environmental problems are a future

from the community. Nevertheless,

concern, including increased petrol-

broad government development

based motor vehicle mobility (trucks

guidelines are vital to set clear ground

and cars), waste water problems from

rules for town activity.

industrial activity, and water retention

• Limitations of incremental innovations

Schaper, M and Volery, T 2004,
Entrepreneurship and small business –
a pacific rim perspective, Queensland.
Sherman, J, Sefton, D and Walker, D

and consumption given continued

must be recognised. Efforts to

1991, Recollections of early Stanhope,

water shortages.

investigate new opportunities based

Stanhope Lions Club.

• There is a need for a stronger political

on competitive strengths that have

voice on key issues at local and State

not been developed are also required

Government levels, which may require

because there is no role for standard

a reorientation of priorities and

tourism or ‘greenchange’ living.

strategies of local activists.
• The relationship between the shire and

• Social, economic and political isolation
must be examined so that the town

the SCDC needs to be developed with

becomes more inclusive and supports

mutual appreciation of the strengths

new initiatives.

that each can bring to the town’s
future.
• The role of Fonterra needs to be
developed to ensure corporate social
responsibility is evident and working
across many community activities.
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• Local and State Governments need to

12 Ouyen
Prepared by Dr Robyn Eversole, Program Director, Regional Development, RMIT University, Hamilton

Introduction
Ouyen was selected for inclusion in the

quantity. Rather, the farm sector primarily

in attracting key infrastructure, and

1988 small towns study as an example of

comprises farms owned by families with

dynamic local progress association,

a town with a dry-farm rural base. It was

longstanding ties to the region who

Ouyen Inc. Conversely, the limitations

also noted at the time that Ouyen was

answer the economic imperative to grow

to what small communities can do for

an important rural service centre. Despite

their farms by buying out neighbours.

themselves is also evident, from the

some significant changes in the interim,
Ouyen expects to continue to be an
important service centre because of its
strategic location, at the intersection of
two major highways and some distance
from major centres such as Mildura,
about 100 kilometres to the north. While
dryland agriculture is a smaller employer
now than in 1987, it continues to
underpin the town’s economy.

A preliminary look at the population
numbers of Ouyen township since the
1980s would suggest a town in decline,
a town that has lost nearly a quarter of
its population in this twenty-year period.
Yet a visit to the town paints a different,
more complex picture. Ouyen, like the
family farm sector which sustains it,
has survived. In the past two decades,
it has lost some important resources

Ouyen’s dry and hot climate, its isolation,

and gained others. While many gains

and the prevalence of Mallee trees

have been due to the efforts of the

with their hard-to-remove root systems

district’s residents—both long term and

meant that farming populations did not

newcomers—there are serious concerns

settle this region until the twentieth

about the limits to which the local

century. This northern Mallee area is still

volunteer workforce can be pushed, and

very much at the margins of intensive

the real limits of community members’

farming, and is dependent on scarce

influence over policy decisions that affect

rainfall; nevertheless, the land is very

them deeply.

productive when the rainfall arrives. The
particular conditions of Mallee farming
have required farmers to be flexible and
adaptable. These conditions have also
meant that unlike many other regions of
Victoria, the northern Mallee farm sector
has seen few new entrants in the past
two decades, neither hobby farmers nor
corporate farms in any significant

town’s powerlessness in terms of the
perceived threat of a toxic waste dump
at Hattah, its loss of professionals, the
decrease in key services such as maternal
and child health, the lack of elected
representation in local government,
and the loss of organisations and retail
shops in smaller surrounding towns. The
contradictions in government policies
that curtail the amount of influence such
communities can actually have over their
future is also evident.

Indeed, Ouyen’s story reveals the
inspiration and the contradiction of
the Victorian Government’s current
philosophy of small town self reliance.
There is abundant evidence of best
practice in community-based small town
self reliance in Ouyen’s streetscapes,
festivals, strong local retail sector,
dedicated volunteer base, success
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Ouyen’s role, 1987–2005
Ouyen remains an important service

gifts, appliances and clothing. Ouyen

on 20 January 1995 to form the current

centre for the northern Mallee wheat

was described recently as a ‘compact,

Mildura Rural City. It covers an area of

growing area. While farms have grown

busy small town’ and ‘a transport and

22,330 square kilometres, about twice

and more people are working off-farm,

service centre for a vast area occupied

the area of the former Walpeup Shire,

Ouyen continues as a dryland farming

by agricultural and pastoral properties’

and is geographically the largest local

service centre. Its strategic position at

(Ouyen urban design advice).

government area in the state. It has a

the intersection of the Calder Highway
(linking Melbourne and Mildura) and the
Mallee Highway (linking Adelaide and
Sydney) means it enjoys considerable
through traffic. Efforts have been made
to beautify the main street and the retail
centre remains strong with the addition
of two independent supermarkets, cafes,
beauty shops, and an assortment of
stores selling items such as hardware,

population of approximately 50,000

Ouyen’s role within local government
structures has changed significantly since
the last study. Ouyen was formerly the
major centre in the Shire of Walpeup,

people according to 2001 Census
figures, about 14 times the population
of the former Shire of Walpeup.

which included the smaller towns of

According to 2001 Census figures,

Walpeup, Murrayville and Underbool.

Ouyen represents only about 2.4 per

During the Victorian local government

cent of the total municipal population.

amalgamations of the mid-1990s, the

The town has no locally based local

Shire of Walpeup joined with the Shire of

government representative; the nearest

Mildura and the City of Mildura

councillor is based in Underbool.

Figure 12.1 Location of Ouyen

Ouyen

Murtoa

Stanhope

Beechworth
Swifts Creek

Camperdown

Mildura Rural City

Swan Hill Rural City

Manangatang

Ouyen

Walpeup
Underbool

Buloke Shire
Yarriambiack Shire

Source: Department of Sustainability and Environment
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The gap left by elected local government
representation has been filled by a

Population levels and trends

voluntary committee, Ouyen Inc.,
established in 1996 as a community
advisory council. Unlike the current all

A smaller population

Because Ouyen and its catchment area

male Mildura Rural City Council, Ouyen

The population of Ouyen and its

is closely tied to the rural dryland

Inc. comprises both women and men

surrounding smaller towns of the

economy in a low rainfall area, the

who organise festivals to promote the

former Shire of Walpeup has been in

tendency towards population decline

town, seek funding, prepare government

decline over the past two decades, a

(also found in neighbouring shires

submissions and liaise with council.

trend that was noted in the 1988 study,

without large urban centres during the

and which has continued through to

same twenty-year period) is shared. West

the most recent census (2001). The

Wimmera, for example, experienced

populations of Ouyen and Murrayville

a population decline of 25.8 per cent,

decreased by about one-quarter

Hindmarsh saw its population decline by

between 1981 and 2001; Underbool and

20.3 per cent, Yarriambiack’s population

Walpeup experienced a smaller decline.

declined by 23.3 per cent, and Buloke’s

Interestingly, Walpeup’s population gain

population declined by 29.4 per cent.

between 1996 and 2001 is attributed

Reasons for the population decrease

to an increase in funding allocated to its

include larger farm size over time, fewer

agricultural research station (Table 12.1).

farms, and fewer people working on-

Rural City maintains a service centre

The declining population in Ouyen

farm; the draw of better jobs and higher

in Ouyen that provides a range of

and its surrounding catchment is in

education in urban areas; loss of jobs

government funded services including an

interesting contrast to the larger

with the regionalisation of services away

impressive multipurpose health service.

pattern seen in major rural towns

from Ouyen; and natural decrease. For

Many of these services serve a large

throughout the municipality. While

those who move away from Ouyen,

catchment surrounding Ouyen including

Ouyen’s population declined by more

many go to larger regional centres such

Murrayville and Underbool to the west,

than 24 per cent between 1981 and

as Echuca and Bendigo or Mildura and

and Patchewollock, Tempy and Speed to

2001, Merbein’s population increased

Swan Hill, not to metropolitan areas.

the south.

by about 5 per cent, Red Cliffs grew

The combination of council
amalgamation and the regionalisation
of services such as electricity and the
railways since the 1980s has meant
the loss of some professional positions
and associated population from Ouyen.
At the same time, Ouyen residents
have continued to receive key services
and have enjoyed some important
infrastructure developments. The Mildura

by more than 9 per cent, and Irymple’s
population nearly doubled. Not
surprisingly, Mildura, the municipality’s
major urban centre, also grew
significantly (Table 12.2). Those towns
demonstrating growth benefit from
their proximity to Mildura and from their
location in irrigated horticultural areas.
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Table 12.1 Population levels and change, Ouyen and surrounding localities, former Shire of Walpeup, 1981–2001
Locality

Ouyen

Number of residents

Total change in period %

1981

1986

1991

1996

2001

1981–91

1986–96

1991–2001

1981–2001

1,527

1,503

1,337

1251

1,157

–12.4

–16.8

–13.5

–24.2

Murrayville

313

296

304

236

233

–2.9

–20.3

–23.4

–25.6

Underbool

274

276

268

233

227

–2.2

–15.6

–15.3

–17.2

Walpeup

133

126

126

112

117

–5.3

–11.1

–7.1

–12.0

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

Table 12.2 Population levels and change, Ouyen and other localities, present Mildura Rural City, 1981–2001
Locality

Number of residents

Total change in period %

1981

1986

1991

1981

1986

1981–91

1981

1986

1981–2001

Ouyen

1,527

1,503

1,337

1,251

1,157

–12.4

–16.8

–13.5

–24.2

Merbein

1,735

1,750

1,776

1,736

1,824

+2.4

–0.8

+2.7

+5.1

726

876

969

1,095

1,436

+33.5

+25.0

+48.2

+97.8

2,409

2,450

2,581

2,553

2,636

+7.1

+4.2

+2.1

+9.4

16,837

20,512

23,176

24,142

26,626

+37.7

+17.7

+14.9

+58.1

Irymple
Red Cliffs
Mildura

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

While most census data reveals a

for Ouyen alone can be misleading,

time, there are two important caveats:

because these figures do not take into

1) A smaller population is not necessarily
reflected in empty housing stock.
As one resident observed, ‘You look
around Ouyen, there are no empty
houses’. Full housing stock and
even new home construction may
contribute to an impression that the
population is not decreasing, yet there
may be fewer people per house than
in the past.
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2) Considering population numbers

decrease in Ouyen’s population over

account the population living outside
town boundaries. Ouyen provides
services to a much wider catchment
that includes smaller towns such as
Tempy and Patchewollock and the
populations living outside these towns.
The local health service, for example,
estimates a population of about 2,700
for the catchment it serves, which
stretches to Murrayville and across to
Manangatang.

An ageing population...

Walpeup, Underbool and Tempy also

At the same time, there are fewer on-

The age structure of Ouyen reveals that

have small primary schools.

farm opportunities; as one local resident

between 1981 and 2001, there was

Most young people remain in Ouyen

a significant decline in the number of

to study throughout secondary school;

young people in the 0–17 and in the

there is not a strong pattern of

18–34 years age brackets, with each

secondary school students being sent

declining by about half (Table 12.3). The

away to boarding school. The Ouyen

1988 study observed that Ouyen has an

secondary school (Years 7–12) has an

‘ageing’ population, and this appears to

excellent reputation. About 200 students

have continued.

are currently enrolled, with roughly half

Encouragingly, the population aged 35–

Over time, considerably fewer people

living in Ouyen and half being bussed

59 years (mature working age people)

under 35 years old are living in Ouyen,

in from up to 60 kilometres away. This

has also shown a slight increase over

suggesting that there are fewer families

figure is down from about 280 students

the period, as has the population aged

with children and/or fewer children per

in the early 1980s, reflecting the loss

60–74 years. The most significant growth

family. This is reflected in the imminent

of families as various jobs in railways,

in Ouyen’s population has been the near

loss of one of the town’s two primary

banks, electricity and the like left Ouyen.

doubling of the population aged 75

schools. There are currently 139 students

The loss of young people is most

at the Ouyen state primary school, but

apparent at post-secondary level, where

only a handful at the Catholic primary

the typical trend of young people

school, which is planning to close. This

moving away from rural towns for

past year has also seen fewer children

education, work and other opportunities

entering kindergarten, only 14 compared

is evident. More young people go away

with an average of about 20 per year

to university than was the case in the

in previous years. Together with a large

1980s. Others go away to access a

cohort of students in Year 6 this year,

greater range of apprenticeship, training,

this figure indicates that Ouyen’s primary

and employment opportunities than is

school numbers are set to decrease.

available in a town the size of Ouyen.

commented: ‘it’s not the farmer and
two sons anymore...the profits are not
there to keep them there’. While there
are some local work and apprenticeship
opportunities for young people who
want to stay in the area, they are limited
in number and choice.

years and over, suggesting that more
people are living longer and/or that there
are good facilities enabling older people
to remain in and/or relocate to Ouyen.
Indeed, Ouyen has a range of facilities
and services catering to the aged,
including an aged care hostel (Pattinson
House) and nursing home facilities at the
local hospital.

Table 12.3 Age structure of Ouyen’s population, 1981–2001
Age
(years)

1981

1986

1991

1996

2001

Change

No.

%

No.

%

No.

%

No.

%

No.

%

1981–2001 %

0–17

525

34.4

449

29.8

368

27.6

328

26.3

272

23.4

–48.2

18–34

397

26.0

378

25.1

284

21.2

238

18.9

171

14.7

–56.9

35–59

380

24.8

409

27.2

391

29.3

401

32.0

407

35.2

7.1

60–74

153

10.0

163

10.8

181

13.6

170

13.6

168

14.5

9.8

72

4.7

105

7.0

113

8.4

115

9.2

140

12.1

94.4

75+

Source: Department of Sustainability and Environment, Towns in Time data.
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...but not a static population

Ouyen has also had in-migration of

In-migration to this region is limited.

While the older age groups have shown

families and individuals in younger age

The nature of the local farming sector

greater growth in Ouyen, the term

cohorts. The hypothesis of many locals

has meant that people generally do not

‘ageing population’ does not adequately

interviewed was that these people have

move into the area to farm. Some come

describe the complex population trends

been attracted by inexpensive housing

to run businesses in Ouyen or to take up

in Ouyen. Long term locals are moving

and/or by the lack of work opportunities

skilled employment, yet the in-migration

into progressively higher age categories

(for those who do not wish to work).

of skilled/professional workers is often

but the population is not static; people

These ‘itinerant’ populations are not

made difficult by the unavailability of an

are also moving into the town. These

generally well accepted by longer term

appropriate job for other members of

newcomers are sometimes, although

local residents. While criticised for their

the newcomer’s family.

not always, in the older age groups.

lack of involvement in the community, it

The main factors drawing population to

is questionable how many opportunities

Ouyen are existing family ties, relatively

for involvement would be open to these

inexpensive housing and the perception

newcomers, particularly if they do not

that Ouyen’s quality services for the aged

fit easily into a local community culture

make it ‘a good place to retire to’.

dominated by involvement in sport. We

Table 12.3 shows that growth in the
older age cohorts seems to indicate
not just an ageing of the existing
population, but the tendency for the
town of Ouyen to attract population in
the older cohorts. Locals observe that
‘there’s been quite a few retirees move
to town’. These people come from the
smaller towns and properties of the
district and from urban areas such as
Mildura. Ouyen’s attractions for this
cohort include a safer environment
than the cities, less expensive housing,
the existence of low care and high care
facilities for the aged, and services such
as a community bus and community car
to Mildura.
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thus see apparent marginalisation of
certain newcomer families, which may
further encourage newcomers to leave.

Industry and employment patterns
Labour force and employment

2001) and the loss of professional and

Three features characterise the current

overview

technical jobs. The latter is associated

employment landscape in Ouyen:

The data demonstrate declining labour

with the regionalisation of services

the limited range of jobs available,

force participation over the twenty-year

such as railways, telecommunications,

particularly for young people and women

period (Table 12.4), which can be linked

banking and local government and their

wishing to work part time; the strong

to both the smaller number of people

movement away from Ouyen to larger

seasonal demand for workers associated

living in Ouyen and the larger proportion

centres such as Mildura.

with agriculture; and difficulties

of older people retired from the labour

attracting skilled workers to fill specific

force. At the same time, anecdotal

vacancies.

evidence suggests that the labour force
participation of women has increased,

Table 12.4 Labour force status of Ouyen’s resident labour force, 1981–2001

influenced by the need for a second
household income and an increase in the
number of women working off-farm.
Ouyen had a resident labour force of
536 persons in 2001, considerably
smaller than the 1981 resident labour
force of 675 persons—a decline of
about one-fifth in twenty years, and
closely matching the overall level of
population decrease. Of the 536 people

1981

1986

1991

1996

2001

651

633

555

529

519

Unemployed (no.)

24

52

52

37

17

Unemployment rate (%)

3.6

7.6

8.6

6.5

3.1

62.0

60.8

59.5

57.8

58.3

Employed (no.)

Labour force participation
rate (%)

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

in the labour force in 2001, 519 were
employed and 17 were unemployed,
equating to an unemployment rate (3.1
per cent) similar to that seen in the early
1980s. The definition of employment
is problematic, because employment
does not only reflect full time work;
the definition can thus serve to disguise
underemployment. Part time and casual
work are clear features of Ouyen’s
employment landscape.
A key change since the 1980s is the
loss of jobs in some sectors. Job losses
include significantly fewer people
being employed on-farm (with overall
agricultural employment decreasing by
about half between 1981 and
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Employment in key industry sectors

Another ongoing trend is that with

While employment in health and

Table 12.5 shows that Ouyen residents

increasing costs of production, each farm

community services has decreased

work in various industries, with most

now supports fewer family members

over the period, this sector remains a

working locally either in town or on

in full time employment. Young people

strong employer (13 per cent of the

surrounding agricultural properties.

are more likely to leave, and women

employed population in 2001). This

The largest category of employment

take additional work off-farm. A recent

sector also displays good potential for

for Ouyen residents in 2001 was retail

change is the replacement of open

future growth, particularly in the area

trade (19 per cent), a change from the

channels with piped water, which may

of aged care. Ouyen is recognised as

1980s when agriculture was the largest

provide important opportunities for local

providing good services and facilities

employer (Table 12.6). Agriculture

farms.

for the aged, and its population trends

employed 14 per cent of employed

Despite an expressed concern in the

residents in 2001. Health and community

1988 study that the retail sector would

services (including the local hospital/

diminish due to a smaller population

multipurpose health service) are another

and loss of local spending to Mildura,

major employer (13 per cent), as are the

this has not happened. In fact, retail

local schools (more than 8 per cent).

trade demonstrated a slight growth in

Data from Ouyen for the period 1981–

employment over the period, and in

2001 particularly suggest declining

2001, was the largest employer of Ouyen

employment in utilities, transport,

residents. Ouyen now enjoys the services

and agriculture, with employment in

of two locally owned supermarkets and

each falling by about half. This decline

has a prosperous looking retail centre

is largely due to the centralisation

that includes a range of businesses, most

Tourism also has a role. Even though it

of services (loss of railway jobs) and

of which are locally owned.

is only a minor industry, there has been

a continuing trend of fewer jobs

Local business people attribute the

in agriculture linked to increased

success of Ouyen’s retail sector to three

efficiency and decreasing profits over

factors:

time. Residents noted that farms now
support fewer family members, with an
associated increase in the need for offfarm employment.
The farm sector is still central to the
local economy. It continues to be
characterised primarily by family owned
enterprises, with only a couple of
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1. ‘buying groups’ that enable local
businesses to offer competitive prices
2. the high level of service offered by
local businesses
3. the awareness among locals that by
shopping locally, they are helping their
town to survive.

properties being bought by corporations

Ouyen also serves as the shopping centre

in the last few years. The trend of farm

for the smaller towns in its area ‘from

amalgamation continues, with fewer

Patchewollock to Underbool’, meaning

and bigger farms than in the past, but

that it draws its retail trade from a much

with little entry of outsiders into the

larger catchment than simply from

sector. This is not a region that attracts

Ouyen itself, acting as a mini sponge

lifestyle farmers or dryland farmers from

city for retail trade. Gains for the Ouyen

elsewhere. Rather, as some families

retail sector may, however, be at the

leave, neighbours buy their properties.

expense of smaller centres.

include an inflow of retirees. Services for
a retirement aged population provide
employment, not just in health and
community services, but in other areas
such as the trades. Growth in areas such
as personal services and recreational
services (Table 12.7) may also indicate
more opportunities for providing services
to a retired population. A ‘retirement
industry’ may be becoming part of
Ouyen’s more diversified economic base.

significant growth in employment in the
accommodation, cafes and restaurants
sector, which is closely linked to tourism.
This sector employed 40 Ouyen residents
in 2001 (7.8 per cent of the employed
population), an increase of 29 per cent
since 1981. Though not a popular tourist
destination, Ouyen’s central location
to several national parks (the Murray
Sunset National Park, the HattahKulkyne National Park and the Wyperfeld
National Park) and at the juncture of
two major highways means it enjoys
considerable through traffic. Ouyen
has three motels and a caravan park in
addition to the local hotel. Tour buses
are also often evident, enjoying short
stays and rest stops. While most tourism
involves a brief stopover, anecdotal
evidence suggests an increasing trend

among caravans to stay more than

is currently at the pre-feasibility study

had hoped to attract the mineral sands

one night. The town’s residents have

phase, with a test pit recently completed.

separation plant now being constructed

also attempted to increase tourism by

Other deposits are located south-east

in Hamilton, the mining itself is raising

undertaking a StreetLife project and

of Ouyen. The project is expected to

expectations. Local people are already

running events such as the Great Vanilla

produce between 200,000 and 280,000

expressing interest in the potential for

Slice Triumph.

tonnes of heavy mineral concentrate

employment in this industry.

A new industry starting up in the area is
mineral sands mining. Mining at Kulwin,
about 28 kilometres east of Ouyen
(between Ouyen and Manangatang),

with a mine life of more than 10 years.
The potential for mineral sands mining
in the area may help to provide a more
diverse industry base. While Ouyen

Table 12.5 Major employment categories of Ouyen residents, 2001
Number employed 2001

% of employed 2001

Retail trade

99

19.0

Agriculture, forestry & fishing

73

14.0

Health & community services

67

13.0

Education

45

8.6

Accommodation, cafes & restaurants

40

7.8

Transport & storage

34

6.6

Construction

31

6.0

Government administration

22

4.2

Wholesale trade

20

3.8

Personal & other services

19

3.6

Manufacturing

16

3.0

Electricity, gas & water supply

16

3.0

Source: Department of Sustainability and Environment, Towns in Time data.
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Table 12.6 Employment of Ouyen residents in key industries, 1981–2001
1981

1986

1991

1996

2001

% change 1981–2001

152

103

93

76

73

–52.0

Retail trade

97

94

85

82

99

2.1

Health & community services

83

83

82

68

67

–19.3

Transport & storage

68

82

59

30

34

–50.0

Education

45

61

56

50

45

0.0

Construction

42

50

31

30

31

–26.2

Electricity, gas & water supply

33

27

14

10

16

–51.5

Accommodation, cafes &

31

32

30

36

40

29.0

Wholesale trade

28

14

14

30

20

–28.6

Government administration

22

35

19

51

22

0.0

Agriculture, forestry & fishing

restaurants

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

Table 12.7 Employment of Ouyen residents in growth industries
1981

1986

1991

1996

2001

% change 1981–2001

Property & business services

3

4

7

15

12

300.0

Personal & other services

9

14

19

16

19

111.0

Cultural & recreational services

3

3

8

3

6

100.0

Manufacturing

9

3

8

3

16

77.8

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

hours, meaning that flexible part time

While some services have been lost or

There is a limited range of jobs available

jobs are in high demand. A lot of

reduced over the period, others have

in Ouyen, with most involving casual

mothers work part time in casual retail

been added. Important new facilities

work in retail shops, supermarkets or

or hospitality jobs. The number of long

and infrastructure developments have

cafes. Traineeships for young people

term unemployed people in the area

also been provided. Even though some

are available, but are few in number.

has decreased due to government

important service gaps are apparent,

There is a strong demand for office jobs,

employment subsidies, but there is a

Ouyen has demonstrated a remarkable

particularly among women, yet few

small core (less than a dozen) of long

ability to retain and develop an

vacancies exist. In contrast, there are skills

term unemployed people.

impressive array of services for the local

gaps in various trades and professions,

Because options for youth who want

where vacancies are difficult or impossible

to work in Ouyen are mainly limited

to fill. The key issue is that if the resident

to casual retail/café work, odd jobs, or

Many of the town’s main services and

population does not already have the

the handful of available apprenticeships

facilities are at least partly government

requisite skills, it is difficult to attract

and traineeships, about 80–90 per cent

funded, but there has been a significant

outsiders to move into the area. This

of students who finish Year 12 leave

change in the past two decades in how

issue is particularly evident in skilled jobs

the area, often to study at university

this funding is obtained. As one resident

that are primarily seasonal or occasional

or to undertake apprenticeships and

noted, ‘if you don’t have drivers that are

such as tractor and header drivers and

traineeships in larger centres. Few return.

prepared to write funding submissions...

casual replacement teachers, all of which

The local hospital has a new initiative

the funding doesn’t get there’. For Ouyen,

are particularly difficult to fill.

to assist local youth who want to go

the efforts of many community members

Recruiting skilled workers such as

away to study, providing help with fees

have meant that the town has been able

teachers and health workers from

in exchange for agreeing to return to

to tap into government support for key

outside the area is difficult for a number

work locally.

programs and infrastructure. However,

of reasons. People from outside the

population, much of which is due to the
efforts of local residents themselves.

this has come at considerable cost to the
Services and facilities

volunteer effort, drawing continually on

in a country town. Even when they

Ouyen continues to function as

the time and energy resources of a small

do apply, there are other issues such

an important service centre for

pool of local volunteers.

as the availability and suitability of

its surrounding district. While its

employment for spouses. In a small

location 100 kilometres from the local

Transport

labour market such as Ouyen, it is very

government seat has meant that some

The town’s public transport options

difficult to match the employment

government funded services have moved

have decreased over the period, with

needs of both a husband and a wife

to Mildura, Ouyen has nevertheless

passenger trains no longer running.

who are contemplating a move to the

retained an important service role for the

V/Line bus services are available with

area. Another issue in recruiting skilled

smaller towns and agricultural properties

connections to Melbourne and Mildura,

workers is the unavailability of land for

of the area, from Murrayville in the west

but under a very limited schedule. Most

house construction.

to Manangatang in the east, and south

people rely on private cars for transport,

to smaller towns such as Patchewollock,

and long distance travel is very much a

Tempy and Speed. It is particularly

part of life, particularly for those involved

known for its excellent services for the

in sport. Ouyen now has a community

aged, with one 81-year old resident

car that provides a valuable service for

stating that ‘the older people of this

elderly residents travelling to Mildura,

town are very well looked after’.

and a community bus. A new private taxi

area simply do not apply for vacancies

Work for young people and others
without specialised skills is also limited.
Jobs in agriculture increasingly require
specialised skills, yet the cost of training
means it is difficult to attract viable
numbers for courses. Many women
seek part time work to fit with school

company has just started in Ouyen.
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Education

doctor at the hospital, which is an issue

new football clubrooms at Blackburn

Ouyen has a pre-school, two primary

for emergency medicine. The hospital

Park which opened in 2004. The town

schools and a secondary college. The

includes 20 nursing home beds and 6–8

has access to a mobile library that opens

Catholic primary school is set to close

acute care beds. The Pattinson House

on Thursdays. Internet access is available

because of declining student numbers.

Hostel for the aged has 20 rooms, two

via the Mallee On-line project, via the

Ouyen Primary School has 139 students,

of which are for respite care. Ouyen also

TAFE campus (on the main street) and

though numbers are expected to decline

has a range of visiting services through

the community house. The Tin Shed has

slightly with a smaller intake next year.

the MTH&CS, including visiting dental,

been established for youth activities, and

Ouyen Secondary College has about

psychiatric, pathology and chiropractor

the council offices include a meeting

200 student in Years 7–12, drawing

services.

room. A refurbishment of the community

from a wide catchment up to 60

Ouyen has a maternal and child health

kilometres away.

service, but because services in this area

The town now has a campus of

have been reduced, it is now necessary

Sunraysia Institute of TAFE, which was

to make an advance appointment with

begun in the late 1990s. The TAFE

the visiting nurse. No home visiting

offers general education courses,

service is available. There is no home-

certificates in information technology,

or hospital-based childbirth support

and other training opportunities such

in Ouyen, so women must travel to

as agriculture-related courses. There is

Mildura to give birth. Another notable

also a visiting agronomist to work with a

health service gap is in the area of

small group of agricultural trainees.

mental health support services such

Ouyen now also has a local office of the
Mildura and District Education Council
(MADEC), which was also established in
the 1990s. In addition to employment
assistance, MADEC offers recreational
and lifestyle-related courses.

as counselling. Overall, however, the
range of services provided is impressive.
Understandably, some areas of specialist
health support areas are not available in
Ouyen. One option to explore could be
consultation with specialist doctors via
video teleconferencing.

Health services

The Loddon Mallee Women’s Health

The Mallee Track Health and Community

Service has been in Ouyen for eight

Service (MTH&CS) is a multipurpose
health service serving a large catchment
around Ouyen including Murrayville,
Patchewollock, Tempy, Speed and
Manangatang. It includes a high

years and provides support for women
experiencing health issues such as mental
health and family violence.

future venue for arts events.
Council services
The Mildura Rural City Council maintains
a service centre in Ouyen. This centre
answers enquiries and provides a range
of basic local government services such
as issuing permits, lodgement of town
planning applications and providing other
information to residents. It also serves as
a VicRoads agency and provides office
space for visiting professionals. The Ouyen
regional saleyards were formerly managed
by council but are now community
managed via a board of management.
The town has an attractive streetscape.
Key infrastructure
Important improvements have been
made in key infrastructure in Ouyen in
recent years. Most notably these include:
• piped water replacing open channel
water service to farms

Recreation facilities

• a new water treatment plant in Ouyen

standard of services for the elderly (low

Ouyen’s recreational facilities include

that uses a low chemical micro filter

care, high care, and other services), a

Blackburn Park with the football club

system

hospital and various community health

and trotting track; a swimming pool

• sewerage services in Ouyen

and support services (medical clinic,

that is open from 1 November until
31 March; tennis courts; a golf course;

• broadband internet access in Ouyen,

allied health, community link, child
care, neighbourhood house and other

basketball/netball; and other sporting

services). There is only one resident

facilities. The local football club, Ouyen
United, has just finished constructing
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theatre is in process and may provide a

although not yet for agricultural
properties outside Ouyen, despite the
need.

Community organisations and activities
Community organisations

members. While meals on wheels does

that are quite popular, providing social

Ouyen has a large number of community

not have enough volunteers to meet

support for women particularly in

organisations, demonstrating significant

demand, young people are heavily

isolated areas. Ouyen also had

‘community’ involvement. While

involved in the CFA

somewhat limited in range, they

• churches—Ouyen has the Catholic

a theatre group which is currently
in recess

are impressive in number and in the

church, the combined Anglican/Uniting

• other special interest community

commitment of their members, and

church (Central Mallee Co-operative

groups—include groups such as the

can be roughly classified roughly as:

Parish, formed in 1994), and an

Country Women’s Association, the senior

Assembly of God church. There is also

citizen’s club, and a Centacare dad’s

a Lutheran church in Walpeup, which

group. A new Probus group has just

has a church-based Kids Club. While

been formed

• sporting organisations—by far
the dominant type of community
organisation in Ouyen, these include
football and netball clubs (Ouyen
United), cricket, lawn bowls, lawn
tennis, gymnastics, harness racing,
junior basketball and golf. A recent
program at the primary school
targeted ‘non-active’ children to
encourage greater participation in
sport. Despite the position sport holds
in the local culture, some clubs are
struggling with smaller membership
bases
• service and community support
organisations—including volunteerrun services such as the Country Fire
Authority (CFA), the State Emergency

there are no church youth groups in
Ouyen, there is a guild and a women’s
fellowship group. Two of the three
churches have resident clergy; the
Catholic church has a visiting priest.
The Ouyen Inter-church Council
occasionally coordinates special events.
Religious education is offered in the
primary schools and run by volunteers
• school organisations—parents
are often involved in school-based
volunteer activities such as school
councils, parents and friends groups
and kindergarten/pre-school activities
• arts organisations—while

• community promotion and
advocacy—this role is filled primarily
by Ouyen Inc., a dynamic group of local
volunteers. Ouyen Inc. serves as an
advisory group to the Mildura Rural City
Council and supports a range of local
initiatives to benefit the town
• management groups—include
the Blackburn Park Committee of
Management, the Mallee Lands
Implementation Committee of the
Catchment Management Authority
(meets bi-monthly at Ouyen), boards of
local organisations (such as the hospital)
and volunteers who oversee the Local

Service (SES), meals on wheels, the

conspicuous by their absence, Ouyen

hospital auxiliary, the St Vincent de

has a small brass band. An artists’

Paul Society, and service clubs such

organisation, the Murray Mallee

as the Lions. These organisations

Outback Artists, was established in

• project-based groups—coordinate

are generally struggling because of

2003 to encourage artists from various

specific events such as the Ouyen Farm

the lack of volunteers; the local Red

rural communities in the area including

Safety Expo and the Great Vanilla Slice

Cross has already closed. The SES

Ouyen. It is unclear to what extent,

Triumph.

encourages young people to get

if any, Ouyen residents are involved.

involved, but loses them when they

There are some quilters’ groups

leave town. The bulk of the work

(including a day and evening group in

therefore falls on seven dedicated

Ouyen and a new group in Speed)

History Resource Centre and the Ouyen
Cemetery
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Activities for children are primarily limited

• volunteer workload and time

• survival and succession issues—

to sports such as basketball, netball,

issues—community activities ‘rely very

some community organisations have

gymnastics and football. There is also

heavily on volunteer input from the

closed, others have amalgamated,

a VicSwim program in the summer

community’ yet ‘the majority of people

and others comprise elderly volunteers

holidays. There are no local scout groups,

are now working’. The result is that

who continue to maintain important

and no church-based groups for children

‘those busy people are now busier’. A

services for the community, but who

in Ouyen, but the Kids Club based in

single night in Ouyen may see several

will not be able to continue to do

Walpeup is attended by some children

meetings scheduled concurrently.

so indefinitely. Amalgamation is one

from Ouyen. There are no arts groups

Increased need for paid work, high levels

strategy for survival, but it creates access

or classes for primary school children,

of expectations on volunteers, smaller

issues, for example, as rural sports clubs

though one resident offers private music

populations to draw from, and the

amalgamate, more travel is necessary

lessons.

demands of travel (particularly for those

and casual community involvement

living outside Ouyen itself) all contribute

decreases when games are not held

to time and workload pressures

locally. Service and community support

The scope of activities for youth is similar,
primarily sport. The Ouyen Secondary
College places heavy emphasis on sport,

• external regulatory burdens

but it also has an active debating team.

on volunteers and volunteer

Occasionally there are activities such as a

organisations—regulatory requirements

blue light disco, with the Tin Shed youth

imposed by government, characterised as

centre providing a resource. There is a

‘red tape’, can have debilitating effects

sense however that children and youth

on community organisations. This has

not involved in sport are at risk, simply

diminished the ability of local groups to

because the community does not offer

conduct fund raising, for instance, while

other channels for involvement.

the planned introduction of mandatory
police checks currently threatens

Issues facing community

organisations’ ability to attract and

organisations

afford volunteer labour. In a town where

Local residents are heavily involved

‘everyone knows everyone’, the informal

in their community organisations. In

involvement of locals (in junior sport, for

addition, local people are likely to be

example) is likely to be severely curtailed

involved in multiple organisations, which

by such regulations. There are also issues

contributes toward a strong ‘sense of

around the current funding requirements

community’. Community organisations

for community organisations to access

provide valuable services to the town,

government funds, placing a large grant

valued opportunities for recreation and

writing and administrative/reporting

social interaction, and important personal

burden on local volunteers and adding

support and friendship networks. They

to the workload and time issues already

also aid communication and a sense of

identified

belonging among different community
sectors. At the same time, community
organisations face some important
challenges:
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organisations seem to be taking a
backseat to sporting organisations in
many cases, leaving the former with a
very small volunteer base and raising
the question of whether the community
will continue to have access to these
services in future. A related issue involves
the survival of successful events such
as the Ouyen Farm Safety Expo. While
this event has won a national Safety
Council award, the volunteer organising
committee is unable to hand it on to
an established organisation. And while
the government is willing to provide
some funding for these kinds of events,
the assumption is that volunteer labour
will continue to be available to sustain
such events into the future, an attitude
that overlooks the time pressure on
community volunteers, and the real value
of their time.

Key changes, 1987–2005
Since the 1980s, Ouyen has has shown

• There are moderate outflows and

• Mineral sands mining is a new industry
in the area.

itself to be a sustainable town. The

inflows of population. People moving

challenges of heavy economic reliance

into the town come from both

on dryland agriculture in a drought-

smaller centres and/or properties in

of services. Services for the aged, in

prone region, a diminishing and ageing

the district, and larger urban centres.

particular, are excellent.

population, and the loss of services

Ouyen is attractive to retirees and low

through regionalisation and local council

income people seeking inexpensive

amalgamations would seem to have

housing in Ouyen or surrounding

conspired against the town’s viability.

towns. Population outflows include

Yet Ouyen has done well, maintaining

young families moving to regional

a significant core of local businesses,

centres such as Echuca and Mildura.

services and community activities. It has

• There are fewer on-farm jobs and

been able to do so largely because of the

fewer family members employed

commitment of local people and because

on-farm. Costs of production have

of its central location.

increased and farms have continued to

The key areas of change in Ouyen since

get bigger. There have been significant

the 1980s can be summarised as follows:

changes in farming practice toward

• With local government council
amalgamations, Ouyen has a much
smaller role. It has no directly elected
local government representation
although the town’s interests are
represented to the Mildura Rural
City Council via the active voluntary
community organisation, Ouyen, Inc.
• Ouyen’s role as a service centre for its
dryland agricultural district has not
changed significantly, and the town
remains strongly dependent on the
fortunes of the farm sector.
• The town’s population is smaller and
older but it is an active community
with a strong base of dedicated
volunteers.

more ‘conservation’ farming. Piped
water has replaced open channels,
creating new opportunities.
• The retail sector has not declined as
expected and is now a larger employer
than agriculture. Most retail businesses
are locally owned. Gains in the Ouyen
retail sector may be at the expense of
smaller centres.
• There are fewer professional jobs due
to regionalisation of services.
• More women are in the labour

• The town retains an impressive variety

• Recent important new infrastructure
developments include sewerage, water
treatment and broadband access.
• Because of a significant reliance
on volunteer labour to support
community services and community
advocacy, there is a high risk of
volunteer burnout.
• Increased levels of government red
tape (such as accreditation, police
clearances and regulations) create
obstacles for volunteers and add
further pressure on community services
and organisations.
• While some community organisations
are losing numbers or closing, many
have survived and some are new.
Amalgamation is a frequent survival
strategy.
• There is a suggestion that women
may be playing stronger leadership
roles than in the past, though men still
dominate top roles.

force, influencing the recruitment of
professionals and skilled tradespeople
(when both spouses need a local job).
There is a strong demand for flexible
part time jobs from farm women.
• More young people are leaving to
study at university and to access
better training and employment
opportunities.
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Current key issues
Many of the key issues identified for

issues with, for example, community

Ouyen are likely to resonate with other

involvement in sport in the smaller

rural Australian communities, including

centres being curtailed when games

the gap between rural realities and urban

are no longer held locally. This can

good services and schools, but has

policy and the perceived powerlessness

aggravate social isolation.

difficulty attracting and integrating

of rural residents who work hard to build

for house construction is an issue.
• Ouyen is attractive to retirees and has

new residents. Opportunities for

their communities, yet have little or no

for social involvement for youth (and

community involvement are limited

say over policy decisions that directly

others) not involved in sport.

and newcomers, particularly those

affect them. Some of the key issues
currently facing Ouyen are summarised

• The farm sector struggles in a marginal

on low incomes, appear to be

dryland environment, and farming is

marginalised and largely outside

a less attractive option for the next

community life. Social support services

generation. Farming can be very

are inadequate. And even when

level of community involvement, but

productive in the area but involves

positions open for professionals

expectations on volunteers are also

large effort and risk. Farms are getting

and tradespeople, because there is

high. The risk of volunteer burnout

larger and employing fewer people,

a lack of appropriate employment

is exacerbated by government

including fewer family members.

opportunities for their spouses, many

expectations, funding protocols and

Long term environmental issues are

people do not come, or do not stay.

population demographics. Many

generally placed in the ‘too-hard’

Locals expect Ouyen to continue its

individuals (including elderly residents)

basket, although there have been

service centre role and expect that there

are involved in multiple organisations

some positive changes in farming

will be a stronger demand on health

and roles.

practices. Piped water on-farm is now

services as the population continues to

creating new potential for activities

age. The number of farms will continue

such as more intensive livestock

to decrease and the smaller surrounding

farming.

towns will rely more heavily on Ouyen

below:
• Many residents demonstrate a high

• The community’s lack of political voice
on key issues such as the toxic waste
dump at Hattah, and their necessary
reliance on volunteer advocates

• Population loss remains a concern.

as their retail and service centre. Local

(often without specialised training),

One of the town’s two primary schools

people see this as a ‘can-do’ town with

leads to a lack of control over key

is closing; numbers at the state

‘a vibrancy...that you don’t see in other

policy decisions that directly affect

primary school have held reasonably

Mallee towns’, but they are concerned

the community’s future. Farmers

steady but are expected to decline

about the pressures on volunteers

and community organisations are

due to a small intake next year. Most

and the implications of external policy

vulnerable to increased levels of

youth remain for secondary schooling

decisions such as the location of a toxic

government ‘red tape’ over which they

but then leave to seek greater

waste dump at Hattah. Even though

have no control. Though a vibrant

opportunities. The population working

‘the toxic waste dump has received

‘self-help’ community, Ouyen has

on-farm is declining.

a universal thumbs down’, locals feel

little power to influence key policy
decisions.
• Amalgamation of community

136

• There are only limited opportunities

• Housing availability and access to land

• While access to services is good,
there are still some important gaps
in maternal health services, mental

organisations and services permits

health support, and access to specialist

their survival, but creates access

services.

that ‘we don’t have the voting power’
to influence policy. Given the policy
environments within which they must
work, there is only so much a ‘can-do’
community can do.

13 Murtoa
Prepared by Trevor Budge, School of Social Sciences, La Trobe University, Bendigo Campus

Introduction
Murtoa in the Wimmera region of

Murtoa is one of many small towns

relieved by Murtoa’s large man-made

western Victoria was selected for

that serve the state’s major grain

lake, Lake Marma, which is the focus of

inclusion in the 1988 small towns study

area, principally wheat production,

the town’s recreation and tourism. As in

as an example of a town in a dry farming

but increasingly diversifying into new

other areas, the declining need for farm

district with a traditional rural service

commodities such as oilseeds. Murtoa

labourers, the growth in the capacity

role. Murtoa is about 300 kilometres

is located on the Wimmera Highway,

of machinery, and the increasingly

north-west of Melbourne and about 35

linking to St Arnaud in the east and

globalised and competitive agricultural

kilometres east of Horsham. Its relatively

Horsham in the west. The Melbourne–

production sector has seen farm sizes

close proximity to this growing regional

Adelaide rail line forms the eastern

increase and the number of people living

service centre added an interesting

boundary of the town and while grain

on farms decrease.

dimension to its role in 1988; while

handling is still a major rail-based activity,

much of the town’s fundamental role

passenger trains no longer stop at

has been retained, there have been some

Murtoa. The monotony of the Wimmera

significant changes and shifts in the

landscape and the hot dry summers is

character, profile and role of the town
and its institutions.
Figure 13.1 Location of Murtoa
Warracknabeal
Ouyen

Murtoa

Hindmarsh Shire

Stanhope

Beechworth
Donald
Swifts Creek

Buloke Shire

Dimboola

Minyip

Camperdown

Yarriambiack Shire

Horsham Rural City

Natimuk

Murtoa

Rupanyup

Horsham

Northern Grampians Shire

Source: Department of Sustainability and Environment
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Reference to population numbers is

It is also evident that much of Murtoa’s

The retail area has changed little. While

a common method of tracking the

older housing stock, particularly larger

there has been limited rebuilding, there

fortunes of a town, but it often tells little

houses with heritage and architectural

has also been a loss of some businesses,

of other changes that have occurred

qualities, has been renovated and

and other town facilities and services

in the community. Population losses of

restored. The local residents point to a

have altered significantly. The secondary

about 25 per cent in the last quarter of

number of well-known historic houses

school has expanded and further

the twentieth century is a characteristic

that have been bought by ‘outsiders’

buildings have just been commissioned.

of almost all small towns in the

at what would have seemed bargain

The grain handling facilities, always

Wimmera region, so Murtoa’s loss of 231

prices, but to the locals represented

a major role for the town, have been

people during this period alone does not

unprecedented values. Murtoa has also

considerably enlarged. There is a very

distinguish it from other towns.

been ‘discovered’ by those seeking a

active community/neighbourhood house,

new start, even though admittedly on

the sporting facilities have expanded,

a much smaller scale than many other

and the parks and recreational facilities

higher profile locations.

adjoining Lake Marma have been totally

Despite the population decline, there
is little visible sign of decline in terms
of housing. Locals estimate one or two
new houses have been built each year

Unless Murtoa has been losing housing

in the town since 1988, a fact borne

stock through demolition (and local

out by an inspection of the residential

intelligence indicates that this has

areas. It is evident that much of the new

not been the case) there is only one

housing constructed in the last decade

explanation for population decline and

or so is fairly substantial and represents

increased housing stock—significantly

confidence in the future of the town.

lower household sizes. Census data

Investment in new housing represents

indicates that this is the case. Between

a significant act of faith in small towns

1981 and 2001, the number of persons

because while land prices are often low,

per household in Murtoa fell from 2.93

the actual cost of building can be higher

to 2.33. This dramatic drop is similar to

than in larger centres due to increased

the trend occurring across the western

transport costs for material and fittings,

world and is an important factor in

and labour (especially in the skilled

explaining the changing character and

trades), which has to be brought to

profile of small country towns. Smaller

the town.

families, fewer children, and larger
numbers of lone person and two person
households are now more characteristic
of Murtoa than nearly two decades ago.
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transformed. Murtoa may have fewer
people but the community has certainly
not stood still.

Murtoa’s role, 1987–2005
In the late 1980s, the role and rationale

Of the 100 workers who lost their jobs,

A number of ‘institutions’ in town

for Murtoa’s existence experienced an

about 50 decided to move from Murtoa;

were also feeling the pressure of

almost unprecedented challenge. In

significantly, about 20 decided to take

rationalisation of services, in particular

addition to its long held role as a rural

a redundancy package and stay in the

the Murtoa Secondary College. The

service centre, with the added advantage

district. Others sought to stay in the

college was facing declining enrolments

of having facilities such as the secondary

district and commute to where the jobs

amid rumours that the Education

college that attracted students from a

had been relocated, to Horsham in many

Department would be looking at

wide catchment, Murtoa had become

cases. Horsham was very much seen as

the viability of offering a year 7–12

the base for a number of government

a ‘sponge city’, a term coined to explain

program when it had relatively small

departments and agencies. During that

regional centres that sucked the life out

numbers and was facing the prospects

period, jobs at six departments and

of the small towns in their hinterland.

of declining attendance. The loss of the

agencies were being scaled down—
Murtoa lost about 100 jobs from the
Victorian Railways, Telecom (as it was
then), the State Electricity Commission,
and various other agencies and
departments.

The idea of Murtoa being a commuter
town for Horsham did not sit well with
the community in 1988. Such a role
and title challenged the importance
and independence of the town and
Murtoa’s feeling of self reliance, that

secondary school would have had an
enormous impact on the town. While
not all teachers lived in Murtoa, the
secondary college gave the town status.
It brought young people to the town
and it established Murtoa’s district role
given that students were brought in from

Understandably, the initial small towns

to some extent it stood apart from

study reported a ‘gloom’ hanging over

Horsham and was not dependent on

the town, which could almost be called

it. The concept of a commuter town

despair. According to many residents,

also had connotations of Murtoa being

the town appeared to be facing its own

like an ‘appendage’ to the growth and

demise and possible death. Government

development of Horsham, where most

At the time of the 1988 study, Murtoa

jobs were steady jobs; they often paid

of the government jobs had gone.

was a community undergoing change,

better and gave the town a feel of

While some members of the town could

all of it undesirable from the town’s

permanence. Government departments

envisage Murtoa as potentially offering a

perspective. For some it was a town in

purchase goods and services and run

real lifestyle choice when compared with

crisis, for others it represented the result

accounts at local businesses. There was a

Horsham, as a concept for the future this

of forces over which the town had little

natural presumption that not only these

had some way to go.

control. By 2000, the dominant items

farming properties and from the nearby
towns of Rupanyup and Minyip. An icon
and focus of the town would be lost if
the school was forced to close.

jobs, but also the families associated

that had set the scene in the late 1980s

with them, would be lost from Murtoa.

were now well behind the community.
And by 2005 the town was looking to a
new era.
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Three major changes appear to

near the railway line and established a

have turned around the mood and

successful business serving a large part

performance of Murtoa. Firstly, the

of the Wimmera. By 2000, the town had

corporatisation of grain handling

largely recovered the job losses of the

operations in the early 1990s rejuvenated

late 1980s.

employment in that industry and Murtoa
had expanded its role as a regional
centre. Secondly, local trucking and grain
distribution and freighting businesses
were stimulated by the corporatisation.
And thirdly, a local joinery took

Table 13.1 summarises the changes in
government employment in Murtoa
between 1988 and 2000, highlighting
job losses and also clearly demonstrating
how Murtoa has lost important
community services.

advantage of redundant buildings

Table 13.1 Government services and employment in Murtoa, 1988–2000
Service or office
Telecom
SEC
Lands Department Office

Nature of change1988

Reason for decision in 1988

Status in 2000

Approx. 30 linesmen

New technology introduced/

–

withdrawn

rationalisation

Approx. six sales office &

New technology introduced/

linesman withdrawn

rationalisation

–

Approx. five officers

Rationalisation

–

Train examiners/pilots/guards

Introduction of new

Two staff

and shunters withdrawn

technology

withdrawn
Railways
Grain Elevators Board

Less ‘peak’ labour required

Introduction of new

Six full time, 12–14 part time,

technology

35–40 casuals

Reduced mail volumes

Two staff

Post Office

Downgraded. Staff withdrawn

Rural Water Commission

Under review. Eight office staff Regionalisation

Two field staff based at

to be withdrawn

Murtoa

Hospital

High School

Seven staff

Downgraded. Two doctors

Regionalisation. Introduction

withdrawn, pharmacy

of Dunmunkle Health Service

precariously situated

Agreement

Under review. Possible

Introduction of senior school

College council employed 26.5

withdrawal of some senior

concept

staff at the secondary college;
12 staff at the primary school;

teachers

four staff at two private
schools
Shire of Dunmunkle

External boundaries under

Local government

review

restructuring

Part of Yarriambiack Shire
council (five employees in
town)

Source: Henshall Hansen & Associates 1988 small towns study; RPD Group Study 2000.
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The development of the town’s

years 11 and 12 students. But the school

recognised the college’s role and

commuting role progressively occurred

had assumed a new role. Educational

program by assigning it the title of a

during the 1990s and the community

reform had seen high and technical

leading and innovative school.

had largely come to accept and then

schools across the state replaced by

embrace the idea that living in Murtoa

secondary colleges restructured into large

provided a clear alternative to Horsham.

years 7–10 and years 11–12 campuses.

As people from Horsham ‘discovered’

References to Murtoa Secondary College
frequently appear in the Horsham daily
newspaper, the Wimmera Mail Times.

Many parents in Horsham and

With programs and activities such as

surrounding areas faced the prospect

the Alpine School visit, the Wetlands

of their children attending large

Project, the Strawbale Science Building

institutions where they found themselves

and Windmill Project, and the fact

overwhelmed and displaced. Parents

that Murtoa College is featured in the

looked for an alternative and found

federal government’s report on high

Murtoa Secondary College, small, almost

demand schools, the profile of the

pastoral in its approach, where every

college is consistently maintained. In

teacher knew every student, where the

a further significant change, Murtoa

school was like another small community

Primary School has been relocated onto

The development of Lake Marma

and where students were welcomed

the grounds of the secondary college.

and Rabl Park added to the town’s

as individuals. The virtues of smallness

Facilities and services were consolidated

character and assets, contributing to

were celebrated. Consequently, groups

at the end of 2005 and the ‘combined’

strong local pride. Development of the

of parents banded together to bus

school is looking forward to a $2 million

neighbourhood/community house also

their sons and daughters to school in

refurbishment of its facilities.

became an important resource and focus

Murtoa. Because these students were

for the town. Almost without conscious

not attending their closest school,

effort, the residents realised that these

parents had to pay the cost of transport.

and other attributes that set them apart

In 2005, about 60 students a day were

from Horsham were differences worth

traveling by bus from Horsham (at a cost

promoting. Rather ironically, by 2000 one

of about $1,000 a year for each student)

of the major issues the town was keen

to take advantage of the program

to resolve was the lack of convenient

Murtoa Secondary College was offering.

that Murtoa could offer a small town
lifestyle not found in the regional centre,
this distinctive feature increasingly
became part of Murtoa’s role. Houses in
Murtoa were cheaper than in Horsham,
the town was quieter, the sense of
community strong and the quality of
life offered by the town began to be
realised.

public transport services to Horsham,

In addition to these significant
developments, which have recast the
town and its role, the mood of the
town in 2000 and 2005 was found to
be decidedly more progressive, despite
the loss of population and the decline in
some local business roles and services.
There is evidence of new housing, and

As the fortunes of the secondary

the residents are keen to acquaint those

college revived, it was not only able

interested with the initiatives the town

to hold its local student numbers but

has taken on. Such initiatives include the

became the school of choice for many

development of Rabl Park, where the

in the wider district who also had

community took the footbridge from

the option of attending a Horsham

the railway station and put it in the

school. Government schools are not

park, and the relocation of the Lutheran

The transformation of Murtoa Secondary

permitted to market themselves in a

primary school building to the sporting

College’s role exemplifies the importance

competitive environment against other

facilities after the school closed due to

of adapting to change and responding

government schools but across the

declining enrolments.

to new challenges. By 2000, the school’s

Wimmera and in Horsham, word of

student population was about double

mouth quickly established Murtoa’s

what it had been just a few years before,

unique role in secondary schooling. In

partly due to better retention rates for

fact, the Victorian Education Department

particularly for older residents and for
young people without a car. The desire
to assist people commute to Horsham
was perhaps the ultimate acceptance
that commuting was now a major role
and rationale for the town.

The community is proud of its efforts in
terms of maintenance and upgrading of
key facilities. While there are concerns
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that more could be done to strengthen

There is widespread recognition that this

in the context of the Wimmera region

the community and to support local

role is now an essential component in

and then in terms of the other two

initiatives, the overall mood is strong

the town and initial scepticism has been

towns in the immediate district, Minyip

and there is a cooperative approach

replaced with widespread support.

and Rupanyup.

Changes in Murtoa over nearly two

Of the three towns, Rupanyup has held

decades are not revealed by simply

its population while Murtoa and Minyip

examining raw population statistics. In

have declined at similar rates. Rupanyup

fact, simply looking at such figures tells a

may have leveled off compared with

very different story. The Murtoa story of

the other towns but there is no ready

population numbers firstly needs to seen

explanation for this situation. As the

to tackling problems. One of the most
significant initiatives has been the
development of the neighbourhood
house and the transformation of the
role of the coordinator, who is now
effectively a community development
officer, even though this enhanced

smallest of the three towns (and the one

role is not part of paid duties.

furthest from Horsham) there appears
to be little basis for Rupanyup’s stronger

Table 13.2 Population levels in Murtoa, Minyip and Rupanyup 1981–2001
1981

1986

1991

1996

2001

retention rate. And local government

% change
1981-2001

most because it was the headquarters
of the former Dunmunkle Shire that

Murtoa

990

900

878

843

773

–21.9

covered the three towns and their rural

Minyip

610

570

497

459

436

–28.5

districts.

Rupanyup

430

470

422

395

399

–7.2

Source: Australian Bureau of Statistics census data.

Figure 13.2 Population levels in Murtoa, Minyip and Rupanyup
1981, 1991 and 2001
No. Persons
1,000
900
800
700
600
500
400
300
200
100

Murtoa

Minyip

Rupanyup

0

1981

1991

Source: Australian Bureau of Statistics census data.
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amalgamations affected Rupanyup the

2001

Formation of the Yarriambiack Shire

Table 13.3 Population age structure, Murtoa

based at Warracknabeal meant that
some local functions and employment

Age group

was lost. Discussions with local residents

(years)

indicate that perhaps Rupanyup

0–14

292

182

185

151

–48.2

community and business sector. Certainly

15–19

75

72

58

52

–30.7

the establishment of the Bendigo Bank’s

20–29

114

102

76

91

–20.2

30–39

93

114

111

114

22.6

40–54

170

132

162

156

–8.2

55+

260

258

272

216

–16.9

1,004

860

878

843

–16.0

has a stronger and more aggressive

first community bank in Australia at
Rupanyup/Minyip exemplified a strong
local community. It should be pointed
out though that a decline in the
population of towns in the last quarter
of the twentieth century across the
Wimmera and southern Mallee regions
is typical, and the apparent comparative

Total

1976

1986

1991

1996

% change
1976–96

Source: Australian Bureau of Statistics census data.

volatility of population numbers depends
on the periods selected. If the starting
year was 1986, for example, the
percentage drop would be 23.8 per cent
for Murtoa, 24.8 per cent for Minyip and
16.9 per cent for Rupanyup, indicating

Table 13.4 Age structure of Murtoa’s population, 1981–2001
Age group

Proportion of population %

(years)

that each town has had mixed fortunes

1981

1986

1991

1996

2001

0–4

8.5

5.2

6.5

4.1

7.1

variation from the simplistic pattern

5–17

23.2

21.8

20.1

16.9

23.8

that all small country towns have a

18–24

7.5

8.2

4.9

7.5

6.3

25–34

12.2

11.8

11.5

10.7

11.7

35–49

15.4

17.1

20.4

21.8

18.0

50–59

11.3

10.8

11.3

11.0

12.1

60–74

15.4

15.6

17.1

19.7

14.0

6.6

9.5

8.3

8.2

6.9

in the five year intercensal period.
Murtoa’s age structure indicates some

pronounced ageing population. Most
age groups have generally held their
proportion of the population, and the
proportion of the population aged over
60 years is basically the same over the
twenty-year period.

75+

Source: Australian Bureau of Statistics census data.
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Table 13.5 Population by age group, Murtoa 1981, 1991 and 2001
Age group (years)

1981

1991

2001

0–4

80

57

50

5–17

219

177

149

18–24

71

43

38

25–34

115

101

84

35–49

146

179

165

50–59

107

99

92

60–74

146

150

112

62

73

83

75+

Source: Australian Bureau of Statistics census data.

Figure 13.3 Age structure of Murtoa’s population 1981, 1991 and 2001
No. People

1981

1991

2001
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Age group (years)

Source: Australian Bureau of Statistics census data.

144

50-59

60-74

75+

Industry and employment patterns
Murtoa has historically been a service

Table 13.6 Employment by industry sector, Murtoa 1981, 1991 and 2001

centre for the farming district, which has
led to a higher than average employment

Industry sector

rate in the service industries. The service

Number employed
1981

1991

2001

40

21

28

0

0

0

Manufacturing

33

24

26

Electricity, gas &water supply

39

23

8

Construction

14

13

18

9

4

16

Retail trade

39

47

29

and 10 government positions.

Accommodation, cafés & restaurants

14

19

20

The Australian Bureau of Statistics data

Transport & storage

47

32

35

Communications

14

3

7

Finance & insurance

9

10

7

Property & business services

0

5

10

10

21

17

Education

39

40

47

Health & community services

31

31

45

Cultural & recreation services

0

7

3

11

11

3

350

311

319

sector in 1986 accounted for 81.2
per cent of employment for Murtoa

Agriculture, forestry & fishing

residents, higher than the state average

Mining

of 66.9 per cent, while manufacturing
and agriculture accounted for 7.4 per
cent and 8.6 per cent respectively. There
was a 10 per cent decline in employment
in agriculture and a 50 per cent decline
in manufacturing employment in Murtoa
between 1976 and 1986. By 1986, there
was also a loss of 51 private sector jobs

does not differentiate between work
locations, making it difficult to determine
whether employment in the industry is
increasing because of its proximity to
the nearby urban centre of Horsham.

Wholesale trade

It is likely, however, that an increasing

Government administration &

number of residents are employed in

defence

service and other industries in Horsham.

Personal & other services
Total
Source: Australian Bureau of Statistics census data.

145

Figure 13.4 Employment by selected key industry sector, Murtoa

The decline in employment in

1981, 1991 and 2001

government jobs is indicative of the

No. People

1981

1991

significant impact of remote decisions

2001

50

about rationalisation and service delivery,

45

but growth in private sector employment

40

can be equally as volatile, either up or

35

down. These dramatic swings in small

30

town workforces are often overlooked

25

when broad scale employment trends are

20

examined.

15

The story of Murtoa reflects the

10

fortunes and changes of so many small

5

towns. Yet like every town, Murtoa

0

Agriculture,
forestry and
fishing

Electricity,
gas and
water supply

Construction

Property and
business
services

has its own unique story to tell. While
Health and
community
services

government policy in the late 1980s
saw Murtoa lose many jobs (through
closure or relocation), the town has
actually embarked on new roles and

Source: Australian Bureau of Statistics census data.

directions since then. Although declining
Table 13.7 Employment in selected industry sectors, Murtoa, 1988 and 2000
Industry sector

Number of positions
1988

2000

Manufacturing

37

42

Retail

44

36

Rural Water Commission1

30

3

Transport & cartage

21

39

Office

23

2

Schools (GS)

50

43

Hospital (GS)

28

7

Grain Elevator Board

19

40

Other2

37

22

Total

289

234

Prepared by Wimmera Employment Promotions Inc. 1986 and consultant estimates 1987,
updated March 1988.
Notes:
1 Figures provided by the Rural Water Commission (17 additional field officers work in diverse locations
around the district).
2 Includes hotels, police and motor vehicle servicing.
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population numbers initially tell a story of
loss, the town is actually much stronger
in many respects than it was at the time
of the 1988 study.

Table 13.8 Major employers in Murtoa, 1988 and 2000
Employer

Number of positions
1988

2000

Murtoa High School

34

37

Solomit Strawboard

31

25

Rural Water Commission1

30

-

Murtoa Hospital

28

7

Barker’s Cartage

21

37

Grain Elevator Board

19

40

–

15

163

161

Schiers Cabinet Works
Total

Prepared by Wimmera Employment Promotions Inc. 1986 and consultant estimates 1987
updated March 1988; Rural Water Commission 198; Grain Elevator Board 1988.

Physical form, land use pattern and appearance
Key changes in Murtoa’s role and

The unusual pattern and distribution

The main street plays a very important

function commenced shortly after

of major land use areas in Murtoa is

function in the economic and social life

the 1988 study with the loss of many

an important factor in understanding

of many towns. Because it also serves

government jobs. By comparison,

the role and function of the town.

as a route for through traffic, it often

changes to the physical form and

In most Australian country towns,

represents an important image of the

appearance of Murtoa have been slow

a wide, long, usually straight main

town. Motorists passing through often

and steady. There is a common view that

street supports most of the shops and

judge the town by the appearance and

small country towns change very little in

businesses and often a range of civic

presentation of the main street, and an

appearance, and that the major elements

and community facilities. This is not the

unkempt appearance with vacant shops

of the built form and overall appearance

case in Murtoa, where the street layout

is often perceived as a town ‘down on

of many small country towns exhibit

is heavily influenced by the original

its luck’.

little change. Few buildings appear to

surveyor’s grid pattern. Even so, this

be constructed or renovated and the

layout provides few clues as to how the

predominant change is the continuing

town’s functions developed, particularly

neglect of buildings. In some cases,

the location of the retail facilities, which

major changes in the main street appear

has considerably influenced the role and

to be more vacant shops as businesses

function of the town.

close.
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In contrast to most other small towns,
the main street of Murtoa was never a

The loss of young people

through road. In fact, the main street of
shops and businesses is located in one

As in many other small towns, young

Anecdotal evidence suggests that many

people from Murtoa are leaving for

people do return, sometimes as long

education and training, for employment

as twenty years after having first left.

and for social reasons, leaving an

Significantly, these people often return

enormous gap in the population aged

with a family, boosting the town with

17–24 years. Very few small towns

a new generation. To encourage and

recover from this loss in terms of

support a return, there has to be a job

separate functions.

age structure and the phenomenon

or at least some realistic entrepreneurial

Murtoa also has two other much wider

is socially disruptive. One concerned

opportunity. But the real key to whether

parent highlighted the often hidden

people return is whether there is family

problem that for those who remain,

in the area. It is most unlikely that

their friends have left and social

people will return if their family has

networks have to be rebuilt. And often

moved out of the district.

of the narrow streets forming part of the
grid, some two blocks away from the
Wimmera Highway. Unlike nearly every
other country town in the Wimmera
region, Murtoa’s main street of shops
and businesses and main through roads
appear to have always undertaken

streets that have elements of the main
street function and which are physically
separated from each other. A third
location forms part of the Wimmera
Highway and supports some businesses
including the Marma Gully Hotel.

there are so few left in the town that
the social network has to be created
across a much wider area, meaning that

The community is aware that some
people who left the town as teenagers
want to return to Murtoa to live and

This pattern of land use and function

a car is now necessary to support the

is one of Murtoa’s unique features,

new social network.

representing a pattern of settlement that

Murtoa as a community accepts but

because they are seen as a stable part

resents that it will lose most of its

of the workforce and because they are

young people at the end of schooling

more likely to volunteer for activities that

because their education and labour

are vital to the functioning of the town.

has survived forces such as the growth
in the role of through traffic. The narrow
main street with its cluster of business is
Murtoa’s town centre, but it may have
held back its service role because it has
largely missed out on the economic
benefits that usually flow from passing
trade.

market ambitions cannot be met locally
or regionally. But the town’s community
has realised that if it wants to attract
some of these people to return to the
town, then it has to do something. The
town embarked on three initiatives in
2003, and these still apply today. The
community undertook to maintain
contact with the town’s young people
who leave, provide people who have left
with reasons to come back on a regular
basis, and maintain the older generation
in the community because they are the
key to keeping younger people coming
back.

raise a family, even many years after
leaving. Such people are welcomed back

The view in Murtoa is that if young
people regularly come back for
local events, chances are that their
permanent return to the town, or at
least to the region, increases. The town
has therefore put a lot of effort into
regularly running community social
events such as the Murtoa Races,
the mini ‘back to’ events and the
agricultural show. The first weekend in
October has in fact become a mini
‘back to’, with events such as the
Murtoa Races, the agricultural show,
an arts show, Poets by the Pier,
Octoberfest and the Wimmera
sumpoiler’s engine gathering.
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14 Camperdown
Prepared by Dr Anna Macgarvey, School of History, Heritage and Society, and Associate Professor
Kevin O’Toole, School of International and Political Studies, Deakin University, Warrnambool

Introduction
Camperdown is an attractive rural service

Camperdown emerged as a service

Camperdown was originally selected for

centre located at the foot of Mount

centre for pastoral empires to the north

inclusion in the 1988 small towns study

Leura on the Princes Highway between

of the town. While it has retained this

because of its government and private

Colac and Warrnambool. The town is

role, its municipal boundaries have

services base. The principal conclusions

situated on the world’s third largest

changed considerably. Camperdown is

from this study were that Camperdown

volcanic plain and is dotted with cones

now part of the Shire of Corangamite,

had:

and numerous lakes that have formed

which covers 4,600 square kilometres

in volcanic craters. Between the lakes—

and includes the towns of Cobden,

Bullen Merri and Gnotuk—a recreation

Simpson, Timboon, Port Campbell,

park has been established for golf,

Princetown, Terang, Derrinallum, Skipton,

tennis, cricket, hockey, lawn bowls and

Darlington, Lismore and Noorat.

• a very slowly declining population
base, around 3,600 people
• an important role as a rural service
centre to surrounding farms, including
dairying activities

equestrian events.

Figure 14.1 Location of Camperdown

Derrinallum

Lismore

Ouyen

Murtoa

Stanhope

Mortlake

Cressy
Beechworth

Swifts Creek
Camperdown

Moyne Shire

Corangamite Shire
Noorat

Beeac

Terang

Camperdown
Cororooke

Bushfield-Woodford

Cobden

Warrnambool

Colac

Allansford

Colac-Otway Shire
Warrnambool City

Timboon

Simpson
Forrest

Peterborough
Port Campbell

Source: Department of Sustainability and Environment
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• a substantial manufacturing base,

provide rural-residential allotments,

including small and large firms in a

attract firms to the council’s new

diverse range of activities

industrial estate, address the youth

• an important servicing role for local

situation and the requirements of aged

and district residents and (potentially)

persons, and develop a strategic plan for

for visitors and passing trade

the hospital. These key findings provided

• a comprehensive range of public
facilities, services and amenities to
meet the requirements of residents
and local businesses.

an important starting point for the 2005
study, and an opportunity to reflect on
the circumstances of the town in the
interim years.

The report also noted the community
faced a number of issues that might
affect the town’s future in terms of
the delivery of government assistance,
regionalisation and the relocation of
public services, and that traders needed
to promote Camperdown as a viable
centre. Further, there was a need to
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Background, 1988–2005
A number of significant events that

Development of the gas industry in

The effects of hospital closures and

occurred between 1988 and 2005 have

the southern end of the shire has been

amalgamations across Victoria in

had lasting effects on the town. The

another major economic change. The

this period were less dramatic in

industrial base of Camperdown was

BHP Billiton gas plant development is

Camperdown in terms of health and

severely affected by the closure of some

now operational, and the TRU Energy

community services. The Camperdown

large plants such as the abattoirs, which

plant has completed an upgrade and is

Hospital is now part of South-West

was finally closed in 1991 after a major

now able to accept and process offshore

Health Care and has a 24-bed geriatric

industrial dispute. And the town’s major

gas and operate an underground storage

nursing home and an eight-bed hostel

employer, Bonlac Butter Factory, was

facility. According to the 2004–05

catering for acute medical and surgical

also closed two years later, putting a

annual report of the Corangamite Shire

care and obstetric patients. There is

large number of people out of work and

(2005), the adjacent Woodside plant

now also a community health centre

affecting small businesses with contracts

commenced construction in the last year.

(Manifold Community Health Centre)

with the factory. Attempts have been
made to revive the Bonlac plant with
the development of a cheese industry
(Mount Emu Creek Cheese) based on
sheep’s milk, but this enterprise was
unsuccessful despite overseas contracts.
There are further plans to renovate the
plant into a soft cheese factory.
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Significant changes have occurred in the
state and federal public sectors during
this period. In the Kennett years (1992–

and the David Newman Adult Day Care
Centre in Camperdown, with access to
Camperdown Psychiatric Services.

99) the amalgamation of Camperdown

At the time of this study, Camperdown

Primary School and Camperdown High

was one of two small towns in the

School into Camperdown P-12, and the

south-west being considered for a

closure of at least three primary schools

program designed to reduce greenhouse

in and around Camperdown, saw a

gases. The South-West Sustainability

When textile producer Country Road

decline in the absolute number

Partnership, of which Corangamite is a

closed its doors, the town was left

of teachers in the town. There were

member, is behind the project to assess

without a major manufacturing plant.

also significant changes in employment

business, domestic and farm use to

Another significant event was the

in the Department of Primary Industries:

gauge energy output and to find ways

opening of a Safeway Supermarket a

15 staff worked at the Camperdown

to make savings (Camperdown

couple of years ago, which provided an

offices during the 1980s, there were

Chronicle 2005).

opportunity to affect shopping patterns

no staff in the mid 1990s, and five

among residents and those living close to

staff currently work there but without

the town.

administrative support.

Population levels and trends
Camperdown had an enumerated

for the south-western part of Victoria,

population of 3,130 persons at the

has experienced significant population

time of the 2001 Census. According to

growth. Warrnambool’s population was

Australian Bureau of Statistics data, the

22,637 in 1981, increasing by 5,174

town’s population has been declining

people to 27,812 in 2001 (Towns in

very slowly over the past twenty

Time database).

years. It is also evident that the City of
Warrnambool, the regional centre

Table 14.1 Population levels and change in Camperdown and other towns in the Shire of Corangamite, 1981–2001
1981

1986

1991

1996

2001 1981–86 1986–91 1991–96

1996–

1981–

2001

2001

No.

%

Camperdown

3,710

3,640

3,315

3,153

3,130

–1.8

–8.9

–4.9

–0.7

–15.6

Cobden

1,453

1421

1,477

1,408

1,420

–2.2

–3.9

–4.6

–0.8

–2.3

169

224

234

281

459

3.3

4.5

20

63.3

171.6

2,111

2,040

1,973

1,867

1,862

–3.4

–3.3

–-5.4

–0.2

–11.8

Port Campbell
Terang

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

Between 1996 and 2001, the

1986–91, with a slower decline in

The population of Camperdown is

population in Corangamite North and

the period 1996–2001 (0.7 per cent).

becoming older. Thus, while the town

Camperdown decreased. By contrast,

The population of Camperdown

has a population age distribution not

the population in Corangamite South,

in 2001 comprised 18.8 per cent

dissimilar to regional Victoria, it also

the more coastal part of the shire,

of the population of Corangamite,

has a higher proportion of its residents

increased marginally (Corangamite

followed by Terang with 11.2 per

aged 60 years and over (25.6 per cent)

Shire Council 2004). The population of

cent) and Cobden with 8.5 per cent

compared with the Corangamite Shire

Port Campbell grew from 169 in 1981

(Corangamite Shire Council 2004, p. 9).

(20.5 per cent), the Western District

to 459 in 2001, while the populations

Furthermore, the population by postal

(19.4 per cent) and regional Victoria

of Camperdown and Terang have

address in Camperdown indicates that

(18.8 per cent) (Corangamite Shire

declined at a fairly similar rate and the

1,732 residents live close to the town

Council 2004, p.11).

population of Cobden by a relatively

(Corangamite Shire Council 2004, p. 9),

slower rate. It should be noted that

which brings the population to 4,862

the population of Camperdown

people.

decreased most sharply in the period
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Table 14.2 Age structure of the Camperdown population, 1981–2001
Age

1981

1986

1991

1996

2001

(years)

% change
1981–2001

No.

%

No.

%

No.

%

No.

%

No.

%

0–4

293

8.3

256

7.4

239

7.2

256

8.1

191

6.1

–34.8

5–17

839

23.7

769

22.2

628

18.9

531

16.9

582

18.6

–30.6

18–24

315

8.9

279

8.1

283

8.5

259

8.2

206

6.6

–34.6

25–34

511

14.4

487

14.1

445

13.2

406

12.9

356

11.4

–30.3

35–49

540

15.2

582

16.8

633

19.1

625

19.8

635

20.3

17.3

50–59

335

9.4

339

9.8

320

9.6

326

10.3

361

11.5

7.6

60–74

488

13.8

497

14.4

477

14.4

445

14.1

487

15.6

0.02

75+

225

6.3

250

7.2

291

8.8

306

9.7

312

10.0

38.7

3,710

100

3,640

100

3,315

100

3,153

100

3,130

100

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

Table 14.2 shows that the younger

The numbers of school-aged children/

age groups (those aged 0–34 years)

young people and others in the 18–24

have dropped by about one-third

age group have been steadily declining

over the last twenty years, while the

over this period. It is also apparent that

number of older residents has increased

middle-aged adults (aged 35–49 years)

by approximately 64 per cent, most

represented the largest proportion of

markedly those residents aged over 75

Camperdown’s 2001 population (20.3

years. Some variations to this overall

per cent) followed closely by school-

pattern exist, for example, the number

aged children (5–17 years), representing

of children aged less than 4 years old

18.6 per cent of the population.

increased in 1996 before another drop
in 2001.
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Labour force and employment patterns
The labour force participation rate has

Table 14.3 Labour force status of the Camperdown resident

remained relatively stable over the last

labour force, 1981–2001

twenty years, recording an increase
of about 2 per cent in this period.
Unemployment rates in the 1990s
appear relatively high at 14.2 per cent

Employed (number)

1981

1986

1991

1996

2001

1,272

1,252

1,156

1,188

1,252

in 1991 and 10.3 per cent in 1996,

Unemployed (number)

78

101

191

136

98

halving to about 7.2 per cent in 2001.

Unemployment rate (%)

5.8

7.5

14.2

10.3

7.2

52.3

51.8

52.3

53.5

54.5

While much of this fluctuation can be
attributed to the factory closures in the
1990s, a number of residents gained
employment in the nearby town of

Labour force participation
rate (%)

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

Cobden where Bonlac expanded its
activities.
Employment by industry sector

Table 14.4 Major employment categories of Camperdown residents, 2001

Table 14.4 shows that most
Camperdown residents now work
in three key industries—retail trade,

Number employed

% of employed

2001

2001

manufacturing, and health and

Retail trade

249

19.9

community services—accounting for

Manufacturing

191

15.3

Health & community services

167

13.4

Construction

96

7.7

Education

78

6.2

Agriculture

74

5.9

Personal & other services

67

5.3

Property & business services

66

5.2

Government administration

61

4.9

Accommodation, cafes & restaurants

57

4.5

Wholesale trade

39

3.1

Transport & storage

30

2.4

nearly half (48.6 per cent) of the town’s
workforce. Table 14.5 indicates that
these patterns have changed over
time, despite the relative stability of
labour force participation rates and the
ageing of the population. The growth
in health and community services has
replaced some of the jobs lost in the
manufacturing sector.

Source: Department of Sustainability and Environment, Towns in Time data.
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An examination of the three most

labour force engaged in manufacturing.

the health and community sector. There

important employment sectors indicates

The major employers at this time were

were 108 people working in education

some changes between 1981 and

Camperdown Meat Exporters (234 jobs),

in 1988 and this dropped to 78 in 2001,

2001, but it should be noted that

the Bonlac dairy factory (210 jobs) and

representing a net loss of 26.4 per

retail trade remained Camperdown’s

Country Road (50 jobs) (Henshall Hansen

cent. But there has been a greater loss

most important employment sector.

& Associates 1988). By 2001, however,

in terms of government jobs (31.5 per

Despite fluctuations, manufacturing

this figure had dropped to 15.3 per cent,

cent), from 89 in 1981 to 61 in 2001.

is still the second most important

just above the regional average of 13.7

industry. Manufacturing activities were

per cent (Corangamite Shire Council

important in Camperdown, particularly

2004). Another change concerns the

in 1986, with 37.4 per cent of the

relationship between education and

Table 14.5 Employment of Camperdown residents in industries, 1981–2001
Industry

1981

1986

1991

1996

2001

% change
1981-2001

No.
Retail trade

248

217

200

246

249

nc*

Manufacturing

237

252

241

218

191

–5.2

Health & community services

72

99

123

128

167

132.0

Construction

81

90

74

50

96

18.5

Education

106

97

85

88

78

–26.4

Agriculture

70

55

47

87

74

5.0

Personal & other services

34

26

38

59

67

97.1

Property & business services

42

32

38

36

66

57.1

Government administration

89

88

72

52

61

–31.5

Accommodation, cafes & restaurants

39

41

41

39

57

46.2

Wholesale trade

64

73

41

53

39

–39.1

Transport & storage

57

50

34

22

30

–47.4

Electricity, gas & water supply

46

47

35

16

16

–65.2

Communication

41

40

31

38

11

–73.1

6

6

9

19

26

333.0

Cultural & recreational services

Source: Department of Sustainability and Environment, Towns in Time data.
*nc =no change.
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Even though Camperdown has

2004–05 (Corangamite Shire, 2004–05

of jackarooing or jillarooing has probably

experienced considerable job losses in

annual report), which predictably poses

also largely disappeared. Other young

government administration, education

difficulties for women in terms of their

people with a desire to remain in the

and manufacturing, there is evidence

paid work.

town have embarked on retailing and

of significant areas of growth in sectors
such as cultural and recreational services,
personal and other services, property
and business services, and health and
community services.
Employment issues
While the Towns in Time database does
not provide a gendered perspective
in terms of employment, it is safe to
assume that most women are employed
in the same industries in Camperdown
as elsewhere, particularly in retailing,
clerical, and health and community
services. The recent opening of
Safeway would have provided more job
opportunities for women and young
people in Camperdown, if generally on
a part time basis. And the growth in

It is generally acknowledged that
‘young people leave in droves’ to
seek employment and education
opportunities elsewhere. There are added

The Corangamite Shire’s regional
marketing project was launched

return of young adults and their families.

in May 2005 in line with Make it

The introduction of VET (vocational

happen in provincial Victoria, the State

education and training) and VCAL (the

Government’s campaign to encourage

Victorian Certificate of applied learning)

people to live, work and invest in the

at Camperdown P-12 is important not

shire. According to the real estate

only in terms of improving retention

industry, a significant constraint in

rates at the college but also because they

Camperdown is the lack of available

offer young people the option of either

housing and industrial land, despite

embarking on a part time traineeship

a 29-lot subdivision being approved

or on a pathway from education to

this year (with some conditions). This

employment. Forty-four students are

is a major inhibitor for retirement and

currently participating in this program.

industrial growth in the town.

employment prospects for women.

community based group training

has recently ceased to offer occasional
child care, and while a privately run
childcare centre has recently opened, the
cost of this service becomes an issue for
families. Interestingly, the Camperdown
campus of South-West Health Care is
the only hospital in regional Victoria to
have an on site family and community
services childcare centre. This centre is
run by the Children’s Services Unit of
the Corangamite Shire Council, which
aims to maintain a skilled hospital staff.
It is also noteworthy that the number
of children at shire school holiday
programs has dropped significantly,
from 2,596 in 2000–01 to 642 in

successful businesses in the town’s
main street.

Camperdown does not experience the

WestVic Work Force—a not for profit

in this context. The community house

backing of their families, and run

concerns that unlike other rural towns,

community services would mark new

The availability of child care is an issue

service ventures, often with the financial

company—opened an office 18
months ago to coordinate trainees and
apprenticeships. Twenty-five young
people have begun work placements as
apprentices (13) and trainees (12) since
July 2004 in the Camperdown area.
Because the dairy industry struggles
to attract qualified employees, the
WestVic representative noted that if a
young person came through his doors
saying they wanted to go into the dairy
industry he would ‘grab them in a
headlock and steer them to the nearest
dairy farm’. The industry seems to have
a poor image among young people,
but there are also practical difficulties
in terms of transport to the farm and
split shifts for young people without a
driver’s license and a car. The tradition

The farm sector
The 1988 study predicted that the
outlook for farm enterprises around
Camperdown was one of improvement
for at least a few years after recent
difficult times, which included a
downturn in commodity prices and
the droughts of 1982–83. At the time
though, most farmers were able to
offset some of these effects on farm
incomes through improved productivity
and considerable amalgamation of farms
into larger units with fewer farmers,
resulting in a smaller rural population. It
was observed that farms to the south of
Camperdown were mainly dairy farms
but with specialist fat lamb producers,
while mixed farming dominated to
the north of the town, including
wool and beef production and crops
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such as lucerne and oilseeds. Recent

These issues were high on the agenda of

• There is a low level of gearing on

figures suggest that while agriculture

a number of interviewees who indicated

farms, with farmers assessing that they

continues to be vital to the economic

that research and training were lacking

were carrying debt at about 13 per cent

success of Corangamite, the number

in the south-west. All interviewees stated

of farm values across the region.

of people working in farming has

this was exacerbated by Melbourne

declined from 3,080 in 1986 to 2,672

University ceasing to provide agricultural

in 2001, representing a loss of 408 jobs

VET courses at Glenormiston College.

(Corangamite Shire Council 2004).

Programs will now be provided by the

While the dairy industry has faced
significant adjustments (a result of policy
commitments requiring deregulation of
the industry) leading to lower milk prices
(Herreria, Magpantay & Aslin 2004,
p. 2), its prospects over the next few
years are extremely good according to
Dairy Australia’s Dairy 2005: situation
and outlook report.6 According to this
report, the south-west of Victoria is
the ‘fastest growing milk production
region in the national industry and has
significant manufacturing capacity and
infrastructure’ (p. 68). Major problems

• Twenty-two per cent of people
working on farms were non-family
labour units.

new National Centre for Dairy Education,

• Positive attitude has been restored to

but it seems unclear as to how these

the region, with 68 per cent of people

programs will be delivered (The Standard,

being positive compared with less than

27 October 2005). Furthermore, the

40 per cent in 2004.

announcement of the establishment of

• Eleven per cent of farms intended to

a Fonterra research facility in Melbourne
(employing 150 people) was questioned

increase labour use in 2005–06.

by locals, who asked why the State

The South-West Dairy Industry project

Government did not support such an

has also achieved several outcomes

investment in the fastest growing area

over the past 12 months, including

in Australia. According to one of the

farm gate access subsidies and design

farmers we interviewed, the Demo Dairy

standards having been agreed. Transport

Farm Co-operative acts as a ‘poor man’s’

and logistics continue to progress

research facility for the south-west.

with greater use of B-Doubles under
consideration.

for the region include labour shortages in

While yet another concern was the lack

the growing beef and sheep industries,

of integration in the region in terms of

One significant development in farm

increased employment opportunities

vocational education and training on the

technology is occurring through

in the Warrnambool, Colac and Mt

one hand and research on the other, the

an industry located on the edge of

Gambier regional centres, increasing land

following indicators show that the dairy

Camperdown. Total Livestock Genetics

values due to competition from other

industry’s bright outlook over the next

supplies a range of products and services

uses such as sheep, beef and timber, and

few years will have a positive impact on

to a global market, primarily semen and

increasing interest in dairy farms from

local towns like Camperdown:

embryo transplantation programs to

overseas investors (pp. 68–9).

• The projected outlook for the region in

Two interrelated labour force issues

2005–06 is for a production increase of

acting as inhibitors to growth are:

3–4 per cent on 2004–05.

1. access to a better pool of skilled farm

• More than 75 per cent of farms are

workers and limited opportunities

likely to be in the dairy industry within

for people to manage staff through

three years, up slightly on 2004.

business growth
2. a lack of competitiveness in labour
rates for dairy workers and less

Argentina and Chile. There is also strong
Chinese interest in locally-bred dairy
heifers because of their good genetics
and disease-free status.

• Sixty per cent of production was
from farms where the intention is to be
producing more milk in three years.

attractive/easier options in the region
across a number of industries (p. 69).
6
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www.dairyaustralia.com.au, accessed 31 October 2005.

The industry adds to the town’s economy

four-year-olds attend the kindergarten.

commitments have been made other

by bringing international visitors to the

These figures have been relatively

than the promise of new land for

production plant, buying products from

stable over recent years with only small

development.

the town and using veterinarian services.

fluctuations in the four-year-olds group.

More importantly, the activities of the

The difference in attendance is largely

facility place Camperdown on the world

due to the greater costs associated with

map. A Chinese delegation from Jinchen

attending the younger age kindergarten

in the Province of Shan XI recently

group.

visited Total Livestock Genetics, for
example, to see how semen and embryo
transplantation is carried out. Exports of
frozen semen and embryos and livestock
to China are significant.7
Government services inventory
At the time of the original study,
15 per cent of jobs located in

With greater emphasis on primary
health care, Camperdown now has a
community health centre. The centre
provides a range of educational
programs on sex, drugs and mental

There are three schools in the town,

health education, parenting advice,

Camperdown P-12 (a public school) and

women’s health, and other community

two non-government schools (St Patricks

health issues. Allied health services such

Primary School and Mercy College).

as youth counselling, family, personal

Since the amalgamations of the 1990s,

and support counselling, and financial

Camperdown P-12 has operated on two

and gambling counselling are also

campuses, impeding the integration of

provided.

the school community.

While state and federal offices retreated

Camperdown were in local, state or

Camperdown P-12 is recognised as

from Camperdown between 1988

federal governments. During the next

having a strong environmental focus.

and 2005, the town became the

decade, however, many government

Other notable strengths are its music

centre of the new Corangamite Shire

services were privatised; together

and equestrian programs and the VET

and maintained some important local

with government downsizing, this led

and VCAL programs for students with an

government infrastructure, including:

to the loss of infrastructure and jobs

interest in entering trades after leaving

in regional Victoria. Camperdown

school. The greatest challenge facing

suffered some loss of infrastructure in

the school is maintaining a critical mass

services such as electricity, transport

to offer a diverse curriculum. Student

and telecommunications. Table 14.5

numbers have declined from about 500

shows the impact of changes in three

to 150 students. This decline is partly

significant categories—electricity, gas

due to fewer children and young people

• the Camperdown Theatre Royal

and water supply; transport and storage;

of school age living in the area, but also

• the Camperdown swimming pool

and communication.

because of growing enrolments at Mercy

• the Corangamite regional library

There have also been some significant
changes in education over the period
1987–2005, with the primary and

College, which have increased from

• the Corangamite Shire council depot,
which has recently been upgraded
• the Camperdown regional livestock
saleyards, selling 58,000 livestock last
year

service, including two community

315 students in 2002 to an expected
enrolment of about 400 in 2006.

meeting rooms.
There is also now a notable presence

secondary schools being amalgamated

The hospital has been amalgamated into

of not for profit organisations in

into a P-12 college. In line with

South-West Health Care, which has its

Camperdown, particularly Sunnyside

statewide and national trends, enrolment

major base hospital in Warrnambool.

House, the Corangamite District Adult

patterns in local schools have shifted

This has meant that specialist services

Learning Centre, the Neighbourhood

from public to private education, that

are delivered by visiting practitioners

House, the various co-located services at

is, from the state college to the local

from Warrnambool, Geelong or Colac.

Manifold Place, and St Vincent de Paul

Catholic regional college. There are

Plans for a new hospital building in

and the Salvation Army.

currently 30 children in the three-year-

Camperdown have been discussed

7

old kindergarten group and about 70

for a number of years but no firm

www.corangamite.vic.gov.au, accessed 18 November
2005.
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Recreation and culture
Sport plays a significant part in the lives

touring theatre and arts companies.

leave or retire from community

of the town’s people, as is evident in

There are also some opportunities

engagement. The partial listing for 1987

their ability and willingness to raise a

in terms of visual arts; the postcard

indicated the existence of about 80

substantial amount of money for the

competition—I have a volcano in my

community organisations and services in

new basketball stadium. There is a strong

backyard—drew 400 entries.

Camperdown. The 2005 Camperdown
Trade Guide for community services,

equestrian interest in the town with an
indoor equestrian facility nearby and a

Churches and religion

clubs and associations contained about

high quality cross-country events course

Camperdown is home to a number of

50 entries covering a broad spectrum

in Camperdown.

churches and a Benedictine monastery.

of clubs and organisations, sporting,

The 2001 Census indicates that only 0.1

arts, special interests and service clubs.

per cent of residents in Camperdown

The latest community directory for the

are non-Christian while 13.2 per cent

Corangamite Shire lists 19, not including

indicated no religion. Most are Catholic

sporting clubs listed elsewhere.

Camperdown is also known for its
fishing opportunities. It is one of the
best locations for land-based anglers
because most of the area is accessible
by vehicle and can be fished in a
variety of wind directions. Water-skiing,
speedboat racing, windsurfing, sailing
and snorkeling are also undertaken at
the lake and the town has a good golf
course and swimming pool. Other sports
include cricket, tennis, hockey, indoor
and outdoor bowling, and basketball. A

and Anglican (17.5 per cent). St Mark’s
Abbey in Camperdown is an Anglican
Benedictine monastic community of
monks and nuns.
Community services and
organisations

Advance Camperdown was formed in
the early 1990s to ‘promote business,
cultural and tourism interests in the town
and area’. It also assists other clubs and
organisations in the town and liaises with
the local shire council on community
issues. In recent years, the group
has convened meetings with similar

skate park is on the drawing board, with

Camperdown residents belong to a

organisations in the Corangamite Shire

the Corangamite Shire Council allocating

wide range of community organisations,

(the Derrinallum Progress Association,

$50,000 to its construction.

although fewer organisations are

the Lismore Progress Association, the

currently listed in the Corangamite Shire

Skipton Progress Association, the Terang

Community directory than was the

and District Progress Association, and

case in 1987. There is also considerable

Timboon Action Inc) to better coordinate

overlap in membership across a broad

tourism opportunities.

The council’s primary event for young
people is the annual COREFEST, a drugand alcohol-free music event with ‘big
names’ playing at the Theatre Royal.
The Corangamite Youth Committee has
been operating for eight years and draws
together a floating population of young
people aged between 13 and 22 years
old to organise smaller events during the
year. Other entertainment in the town
includes a weekly new release movie
night and occasional performances by
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(31.4 per cent), Uniting (18.9 per cent)

range of community organisations. These
organisations provide opportunities
and services to residents and a sense
of belonging among members of the
local community. They rely on volunteers
and are therefore at risk if significant
population changes occur or if key
members of the community

Current key issues
Issues and challenges raised during

reach of the Ballarat gold fields, the

and more specialised shops in the main

discussions with the people of

national parks in the Otways and the

street.

Camperdown fall into four general

Grampians, the Twelve Apostles and the

categories:

Great Ocean Road, the Warrnambool

1. town development
2. governance issues

Whale Nursery, and the Shipwreck
Coast. A number of people pointed out
that there seems to be little need to

3. social issues

promote the Great Ocean Road given

4. community issues.

its international reputation, advocating

Town development

instead for innovative promotional
strategies to attract tourists and visitors

Three major themes emerged as

with an interest in the unique natural

significant for development in the town

assets and historical features in and

of Camperdown. Firstly, gas was seen

around Camperdown.

as a potential driver of growth for the
town. Development of the gas fields off
the coast has already produced some
major spin-offs for trades people in
the town at the different gas-related
sites in the southern part of the shire.
The possibility of connecting gas to
the town could also potentially lead to
the redevelopment of the old Bonlac
site into a new cheese factory, with

There is, however, an issue with itinerant
professional workers. Closely associated
with these developments is the need
to attract more professionals to reside
locally. Many interviewees commented
that maintenance of infrastructure does
not necessarily equate to maintenance
of professional jobs. One reason given
for non-relocation of professionals
and their families into the town is the
nature of short term contracts. Another
reason was the perceived lack of quality

Students, residents and the shire itself

services such as education and health

have made significant contributions

for families. The result is that skills are

towards environmental initiatives around

lost to the local community, a concern

Camperdown. At the Heritage Weekend

raised particularly in terms of community

held on 29–30 October 2005, 72 new

capacity building.

sites were added to the heritage listing
for Camperdown. Other significant

Governance issues

features of the countryside around

Local government amalgamations in the

Camperdown include the dry stone walls.

1990s created a larger municipality with
greater economies of scale. This meant

the concomitant gain in jobs. Some

Thirdly, the reinvention of the town

interviewees were also hopeful that the

as a boutique shopping precinct was

availability of gas might attract other

envisaged by some as a marketing tool

industries to the town. For others, its

that would not only attract shoppers

availability would reduce costs and make

but also new businesses into the town.

it more viable to expand services. It was

A number of new shops have recently

also pointed out that the availability

been opened by younger business

of industrial and residential allotments

people who grew up in the town, and

was a concern in terms of future

the recent Corangamite Business Awards

While councillors once represented

development in the town.

indicate that Camperdown had achieved

local interests they now have to take

a high level of customer service in its

the interests of the whole shire into

retail sector. The recent opening of

consideration. Council support for

Safeway may also play a significant part

activities such as arts, recreation, and

in influencing shopping patterns with

tourism is now spread across the whole

potential spin-offs for the smaller

municipality, so many in Camperdown

Secondly, there was a strong feeling
among some people that the tourism
potential of Camperdown and its ‘lakes
and craters’ has not been sufficiently
exploited, given that it is within easy

not only the displacement of the local
council but also the displacement of the
culture of local leadership in the town.
Residents of Camperdown now have to
deal with a local government concerned
with the strategic issues of a much larger
municipality.

felt that they were only getting part of
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the attention of council. Furthermore,

the 1975 Henderson Royal Commission

Community issues

the new boundaries drawn up in 2004

into Poverty. In addition, women in the

Camperdown has an impressive record

exacerbated the distancing of council

region are at least three times more

in terms of fund raising for Sunnyside

from the community. Community identity

likely than men to be in receipt of

House and the new basketball stadium,

continues for the smaller areas such

government income support. The recent

but it was often felt that different

as the towns of the old municipalities.

closure of occasional child care at the

skills are now required in terms of

Others suggested that people did not

neighbourhood house has also added to

the responsibilities on committees of

have the time to volunteer their services

the problems of lower income families in

management (governance, accountability

for local government especially when the

the area. While a private childcare facility

and liability) and in securing funding

electorates were now so large.

now exists in the town, the costs are

for community building projects and

prohibitive for many low income families.

initiatives. There were also concerns

with cost shifting. Local governments are

Fluctuations occur over time in terms

about the ageing of volunteers in the

loath to take federal and state money

of the number of people in the rental

town, with comments about young

to create new facilities and services

market in Camperdown. There were 79

people needing to embrace the culture

because they then have to pick up the

people in public rental accommodation

of volunteerism. It was also clear that

cost of maintaining them. This causes

in 1981 and 78 in 2001, and those

some young people in the town have

resentment in communities who want

numbers increased markedly in the

already played a significant role in

to develop facilities and services but find

late 1980s (124) and in 1991 (125). At

environmental projects, receiving national

local government unwilling or unable to

the same time, the crisis and support

recognition for those initiatives.

support their projects.

accommodation worker servicing Terang

Local government also has a problem

and Camperdown noted that 120 clients,
Social issues

excluding children, had been supported

While the people we interviewed were

in the last year. Only 5 per cent are

fairly optimistic about the future of

from the Corangamite Shire, with most

their town, it is also evident that some

‘coming down the train line’ from

people are experiencing difficulties in

Geelong, Colac and Camperdown before

Camperdown and in the Corangamite

relocating to Warrnambool.

Shire. Data provided in Healthy
communities: a profile of Corangamite,
Moyne and Warrnambool (2002) shows
that approximately 33 per cent of
families within the three municipalities
appear to be living on or below the
poverty line as defined in Australian
poverty, then and now, a 1988 update of
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15 Glossary
Australian Bureau of Statistics

Economic growth

Labour intensive

The Australian Government body

The increase of the productive capacity

A form of production where a high

responsible for official national statistics

and output of a country or region,

proportion of labour is used relative to

and for undertaking the Census of

usually measured in terms of gross

the amount of land or capital employed.

Population and Housing every five years.

national product.

Average annual growth rate

Melbourne metropolitan area
Exurban areas

This area covers the metropolitan area

The compounded growth rate of a

The zone beyond the continuous urban

of Melbourne, including outlying towns

population applied to annual intervals.

built-up area within which commuters

such as Werribee, Melton, Sunbury,

The formula for calculating average

to the urban area are dominant. These

Craigieburn, Healesville and Pakenham

annual growth rate is:

areas are also known as peri-urban areas.

as well as the Mornington Peninsula. This

= (( Pj / P )
i

1/n

- 1) x 100

where

area is equivalent to the 31 Melbourne
Fringe Melbourne or urban fringe

local government areas and is also

The non-urban area within the

referred to as the ‘Melbourne region’.

Pj = population at end of period

Melbourne metropolitan area, including

Pi = population at start of period

towns such as Pakenham, Melton

Migration

and Sunbury, as well as areas that are

The permanent or semi-permanent

considered rural.

change of a person’s place of residence.

n = number of years between start
and end of period.

Elements of time and space are integral

Catchment

Hinterland

to the concept and the specification

The area served by a particular

Literally meaning ‘back country’,

of both a time scale and a set of

centralised service or function,

hinterland refers to a geographical area

boundaries within which and across

such as a hospital.

served by a population, economic or

which movement takes place.

political centre.
Peri-urban areas

Decentralisation
The movement of people, job and

See exurban areas.

activities from the centre, or core, of

The installations and facilities that

major metropolitan areas to suburban

provide a fundamental framework

Public sector

and outlying locations.

for an economy that assist industrial,

That part of a national economy

agricultural and other forms of economic

subject to direct government ownership

Demography

development. It includes the provision

and control. The constituents of the

The scientific and statistical study of

of transport, communication, power

public sector are the departments

supplies and other public utilities.

of central and local government,

population and in particular, the size
of populations, their development and

various government agencies and the
Local government areas (LGAs)

nationalised industries. The public sector

empirical, mathematical and statistical

Local government administrative regions,

is motivated by the welfare of the

analysis of births and fertility, deaths

of which Victoria comprises 79 cities,

community as a whole.

and mortality and migration processes

rural cities, shires and one borough.

structure. Demography focuses on the

and their effects on population size,
structure, composition and distribution
and on the causes and consequences of
changes in these variables.
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Infrastructure

Regional Victoria

Urban primacy

This refers to those areas of Victoria that

Refers to the pre-eminence of an urban

fall outside the Melbourne metropolitan

centre or urban centres in terms of

area and comprises 48 local government

population or political power over the

areas.

small town and rural hinterland.

Sector

Vacancy rates

Parts of the economy as judged by the

Vacancy rates indicate the number of

economic activity that they constitute,

dwellings unoccupied as a proportion of

for example agriculture, forestry, fishing

all dwellings in a given area at the time

and mining constitute the primary sector.

of the census. Vacancy rates will vary
according to the time of the year and

Statistical local area (SLA)

the location of towns. Coastal areas, for

A geographical area created by the

example, have a large number of vacant

Australian Bureau of Statistics for

dwellings at the time of the census.

statistical purposes. Victoria is divided
into 200 SLAs. An SLA may be the same

Value-adding

as an LGA, but in most cases, they

Used as a synonym for manufacturing,

aggregate to form LGAs.

for example, adding value to a primary
product, rather than simply exporting or

Urban fringe

selling it as a raw commodity.

See Fringe Melbourne.
Urban Melbourne
The term ‘urban Melbourne’ is used to
illustrate the parts of the Melbourne
metropolitan area that are contiguously
urban or suburban parts of Melbourne.
This includes at least some part of
every one of the 31 metropolitan local
government areas and includes all inner
and middle distance locations. The outer
nine local government areas (Cardinia,
Casey, Hume, Melton, Mornington
Peninsula, Nillumbik, Whittlesea,
Wyndham and Yarra Ranges) are split
into parts that may be deemed as part
of urban Melbourne, rural areas or
‘towns’. These include places such as
Melton and Sunbury that are not joined
to Melbourne, although they form
part of the broader understanding of
Melbourne.
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